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About this book 


Rough Guides are designed to be good to read and easy to use. The book is 
divided into the following sections and you should be able to find whatever you 
need in one of them. 


The colour section is designed to give you a feel for Iceland, suggesting 
when to go and what not to miss, and includes a full list of contents. Then 
comes basics, for pre-departure information and other practicalities. 


The guide chapters cover Iceland's regions in depth, each starting with 
a highlights panel, introduction and a map to help you plan your route. 


The contexts section fills you in on history, geography, wildlife and 
books, while individual colour inserts introduce the country’s culture and 
outdoor activities, and language gives you enough Icelandic to get by. 


The book concludes with all the small print, including details of how to send 
in updates and corrections, and a comprehensive index. 


This third edition published March 2007 
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The publishers and authors have done their best to ensure the accuracy and 
currency of all the information in The Rough Guide to Iceland, however, they 
can accept no responsibility for any loss, injury, or inconvenience sustained 
by any traveller as a result of information or advice contained in the guide. 
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Introduction to 


iceland 


Resting on the edge of the Arctic Circle and sitting atop 
one of the world’s most volcanically active hotspots, 
Iceland is nowadays thought of for its striking mix of 
magisterial glaciers, bubbling hot springs and rugged 
fjords, where activities such as hiking under the Midnight 
Sun are complemented by healthy doses of history and 


literature. 


It’s misleading, then, that one of the country’s 
iio earliest visitors, the Viking Fléki Vilgerdarson, 
awe ie saw fit to choose a name for it that emphasized 
just one of these qualities, though perhaps he can 
it iy be forgiven in part: having sailed here with hopes 
of starting a new life in this then uninhabited 
island, he endured a long hard winter in around 
870 AD that killed off all his cattle. Hoping to spy out a more promis- 
ing site for his farm he climbed a high mountain in the northwest of the 
country, only to be faced with a fjord full of drift ice. Bitterly disappointed, 
he named the place Island (Ice Land) and promptly sailed home for the 
positively balmy climes of Norway. 

A few years later, however, Iceland was successfully settled and, despite 
the subsequent enthusiastic felling of trees for fuel and timber, visitors to 
the country today will see it in pretty much the same state as it was over a 
thousand years ago, with the coastal fringe, for example, dotted with sheep 
farms, a few score fishing villages and tiny hamlets — often no more than 
a collection of homesteads nestling around a wooden church. An Icelandic 
town, let alone a city, is still a rarity and until the twentieth century the entire 
nation numbered no more than sixty thousand. The country remains the 
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most sparsely populated in Europe, 


with a population of just 296,000 
— well over half of whom live down 
in the southwestern corner around 
the surprisingly cosmopolitan capital, 
Reykjavik. Akureyri, up on the 
north coast, is the only other decent- 
sized population centre outside the 
Greater Reykjavik area. 

If the coast is thinly populated, 
Iceland’s Interior remains totally 
uninhabited and 
humanity: a starkly beautiful wilder- 


unmarked by 


ness of ice fields, infertile lava and 


ash deserts, windswept upland 
plateaux and the frigid vastness of 
VatnajOkull, Europe’s largest glacier. 
Even in downtown Reykyavik, crisp, 
snow-capped peaks and fjords hover 
in the background, evidence of 
the forces that created the country. 
And Iceland’s location on the Mid- 
Atlantic ridge also gives it one of the 


most volcanically active landscapes 


Fact file 


» Though geographically as big 
as England, Iceland’s population 
is tiny. At barely 296,000, it’s 

no bigger than many towns in 
other countries. Two out of three 
Icelanders live in and around the 
capital, Reykjavik. 


° Iceland sits atop the Mid- 
Atlantic Ridge, the fault line 
where two of the Earth’s tectonic 
plates are slowly drifting apart. 
As a result Iceland is getting 
wider at a rate of roughly 1cm 
per year. Either side of this ridge, 
from the northeast to the south- 
west, earthquakes and volcanic 
activity are commonplace. 


» There are no motorways or 
railways in Iceland. The country’s 
one and only main road, the 
Ringroad which circumnavigates 
the island, was only completed 


thirty years ago following several 
unsuccessful attempts to bridge 
treacherous glacial rivers on the 
south coast. 


» Iceland is home to the third- 
biggest glacier in the world, 
Vatnajokull, covering an area 
equal to that of the English 
county of Yorkshire. One of 
the country’s greatest sources 
of geothermal energy, the 
Grimsvotn caldera, sits directly 
beneath the icecap. 


» Thanks to the existence of 
countless medieval documents, 
many Icelanders can trace their 
ancestors back to the time of 
the Viking Settlement, around 
800 AD. Low immigration over 
the centuries means that today’s 
Icelanders have one of the 
purest gene pools in the world, 
providing an invaluable research 
opportunity for scientists. 
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on Earth, peppered with everything from naturally occurring hot springs, 
scaldingly hot bubbling mud pools and noisy steam vents to a string of 
unpredictably violent volcanoes, which have regularly devastated huge 
parts of the country. It’s something that Icelanders have learned to live 
with: in June 1998, when Reykjavik was rocked by a major earthquake, the 
ballet dancers at the National Opera performed right through it without 
missing a step. 
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Historically, the Icelanders have a mix of Nordic and Celtic 


blood, a heritage often held responsible for their characteristically 
laidback approach to life — taps in hotels often drip, buses don’t 
depart to the stroke of the driver’s watch, and everybody, including 
the President and the Prime Minister, is known by their first name. 
The battle for survival against the elements over the centuries has 7 
also made them a highly self-reliant nation, whose dependence on & 
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To whale or not to whale 


The Icelandic government’s decision to resume commercial whaling in 
late 2006 drove a wedge through Icelandic public opinion. The majority 
of the country views whaling as a virtual birthright and is only too keen to 
turn a nationalistic blind eye to international protest; but it is also true that 
the nation’s burgeoning tourism industry has led to a decline in its near- 
total dependence on the fishing industry. Consequently, promoters of 
tourism lost no time in pointing out that foreigners have flocked to Iceland 
in recent years to watch whales in their natural habitat, not to see them 
unceremoniously sliced up for the dinner table — and despite a seeming 
nonchalance, Icelanders are painfully aware that their tiny country on the 
very edge of Europe can ill afford any kind of international boycott. 


the sea and fishing for their economy is virtually total — hence their 


refusal to allow foreign trawlers to fish off Iceland during the dip- 
lomatically tense 1970s, sparking off three “Cod Wars”, principally 
with Britain. However, their isolated location in the North Atlantic also 
means that their island 1s frequently forgotten about — Icelanders will tell 
you that they’ve given up counting how many times they’ve been left 
off maps of Europe — something that deeply offends their strong sense 
of national pride. For all their self-confidence though, they can seem an 
initially reserved people — until Friday and Saturday nights roll around, 
when the bjor starts to flow, and turns even the most monosyllabic fish- 
erman into a lucid talkshow host, right down to reciting from memory 
entire chunks of medieval sagas about the early settlers. 


Where to go 


t’s difficult to imagine the emptiness of a country that 1s as large as 
England or the US State of Kentucky yet has a population of less than 
a third of a million (in comparison with England’s 48 million). Route 1, 
the Ringroad, runs out from Reykjavik to encircle the island, with all 
long-distance buses and domestic planes beginning their journeys from the 
city. It may be small, but what Reykjavik lacks in size 1t more than makes up 
for in stylish bars, restaurants and shops, and the nightlife 1s every bit as wild 
as it’s cracked up to be — during the light summer nights, the city doesn’t 
sleep. The world’s most northerly capital also boasts cinemas, an opera, a 
symphony orchestra and a dance company, as well as the usual string of 
museums and galleries. Reykjavik makes a good base for visiting Geysir, 
the original geyser that gave its name to all other such hot springs, and the 
spectacular waterfalls at Gullfoss. The Reykjanes Peninsula, home to the 
country’s main international airport at Keflavik and therefore the first sight 
most travellers get of Iceland, is renowned for its teeming birdlife and its 
whales, which are frequently spotted off the peninsula’s western tip. 
Outside the relatively densely populated southwestern corner, the 
wilder side of Iceland begins — open spaces of vivid green edged by unspoilt 
coastlines of red and black sands all set against a backdrop of brooding 


hills and mountains. The main draw of the west coast is the towns 
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of Borgarnes and 
Reykholt and the sur- 
rounding countryside, 
where there’s barely a 
feature that’s unassoci- 
ated with the sagas, 
such as Laxardalur, a 
farm where romantic 
and tragic scenes from 
Laxdela Saga were 
played out. 

Away from _ the 
Ringroad, the Snefell- 
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snes Peninsula, with views of the monster glacier at its tip, is one of 


the country’s most accessible hiking destinations. Arguably Iceland’s 


most dramatic scenery is found in 
the far northwest of the country, 
the West Fjords, where tiny fish- 
ing villages nestle at the foot of 
table-top mountains or are tucked 
away in the neck of narrow fjords 
which offer protection from the 
ferocious Arctic storms that batter 
this exposed part of the country. 
Isafj6rdur is the only settlement 
of any size in the region and makes 
a good base from which to strike 
out on foot into the wilderness 
of the Hornstrandir Peninsula. 
Beautifully located at the head of 
Eyjafj6rour on the north coast, 
Akureyri is rightfully known as the 
capital of the north and functions as 
Iceland’s second city. With a string 
of bars and restaurants it can make 
a refreshing change from the small 
villages elsewhere on the north 
coast. From here it’s easy to reach 
the island of Grimsey, the only 
part of Icelandic territory actu- 
ally within the Arctic Circle, and 
nearby Siglufjordur, for an insight 


Sexual equality in Iceland 


Regardless of the tongue-twisting name, Vigdis Finnbogadottir put Ice- 
land on the map when she became the world’s first female president in 
1980, high-profile proof of Ilceland’s approach to sexual equality. How- 
ever, treating women as equals was nothing new in Iceland. Ever since 
Viking times, when every pair of working hands was required to farm, 
fish and simply exist in such a harsh climate, the nation’s small popula- 
tion base has catapulted women into positions that for centuries were 
seen solely as a man’s preserve in many other countries. Today, things 
are no different; both women and men often work long hours, fulfilling 
several roles, to keep the Icelandic economy ticking over. Generous 
childcare facilities provided by the Icelandic welfare state have also ena- 
bled women to re-enter the labour market shortly after having children 
and work their way up the career ladder, often to the very top. Even the 
Icelandic language reflects the equal nature of society; there’s often no 
specifically male or female word for a profession — just one term applied 
to both men and women. 


into the twentieth-century herring boom that once made this tiny village 
the country’s economic powerhouse. 

The country’s biggest tourist attraction outside the capital is Lake Myvatn, 
an hour to the east of Akureyri.The lake is a favourite nesting place for many 
species of duck and other waterfowl and is surrounded by an electrifying 
proliferation of volcanic activity, including long-dormant cinder cones and 
the still-steaming lava fields at Krafla, which last burst forth in the 1980s. 
North of Myvatn, the small town of Husavik is one of the best places in the 
country to organize summer whale-watching cruises, while just inland to the 
east, the wilds of Jokulsargljufur National Park offer superlative hiking 
along deep river gorges to the spectacular Dettifoss, Europe’s most powerful 
waterfall. Across on the east coast, the Eastfjords centre on Egilsstadir and 
the port of Seydisfj6rdur, where Iceland’s only international ferry docks, 
and offer further 
walking opportuni- 
ties — both coastal and 
around the fjords, and 
inland to the volcanic 
spire of Snzfell — in % 
a part of the coun- 
try which regularly 
receives the driest and 
warmest weather. The 
small town of H6fn in 
the southeast corner is 
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a good base from which 
to visit Europe’s biggest 
glacier, the mighty Vatna- 
jokull, either on a skidoo 
trip or on foot through 
Skaftafell National 
Park. Further to the west 
the nearby glacial lagoon, 
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Jékulsarlon, offers the 
surreal chance to cruise 
alongside floating icebergs 
which were once part of 
the glacier itself. 

The south coast is marked by vast stretches of black, volcanic coastal 
sands punctuated by tiny villages that unfortunately are prone to some of 
the country’s foulest weather — the town of Vik is Iceland’s wettest but 
boasts teeming seabird colonies. Iceland’s most rewarding hiking route can 
also be found in this corner of the country — the Pérsm6rk trail 1s one of 
the world’s most exhilarating long-distance paths. Just off the south coast, 
and easily reached by ferry from Porlakshofn, the Vestmannaeyjar (West- 
man Islands) sport the world’s largest puffin colonies and were propelled 
into the world headlines during the 1960s and 1970s by a series of volcanic 
eruptions that created a new island, Surtsey, and also threatened to bury 
the town of Heimaey under lava and ash. 
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A Icelandic horse, Hekla volcano 


Iceland’s barren Interior is best tackled as part of a guided tour — it’s 
much easier to let experienced drivers of all-terrain buses pick their way 
across lavafields and cross unbridged rivers than to try it yourself. Parts of 
the Interior’s fringes are also feasibly explored on foot, however, and even 
by bus it’s perfectly possible to break your journey anywhere and camp 
— you'll be sharing the stunning scenery with only the ghosts of the early 
settlers who perished in its bleak, grey-sanded lava deserts. 


When to go 


hough milder than you might think, Icelandic weather is notori- 
ously unpredictable. In summer there’s a fair chance of bright 
and sunny days and temperatures can reach 17°C but these are 
interspersed with wet and misty spells when the temperature can 
plummet to a chilly 10°C. Generally speaking, if it’s wet and windy in the 
southwest itll be sunny and warm in the northeast, which receives more 
than its fair share of sunshine in the summer months, much to the dismay of 
city slickers at the other end of the country. Most budget accommodation is 
only open from late May to early September, and it’s at these times, too, that 
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buses run their fullest schedules. Many bus routes through the Interior don’t 
start until late June or early July when the snow finally melts. Although 
Iceland lies south of the Arctic Circle and therefore doesn’t experience a 
true Midnight Sun, nights are light from mid-May to early August across 
the country. In the north the sun never fully sets during June. Between 
September and January the Aurora Borealis or Northern Lights can often 
be seen. They appear as an eerie, oscillating curtain of green, blue or pale 
orange light in the night sky. 

Winter temperatures fluctuate at 7—8°C either side of freezing point 
and heavy snowfall and avalanches block many of the roads. There’s little 
chance of accommodation other than in the large hotels in Reykjavik and 
the other main towns, and hiking and camping are out of the question. 
However, a stay in the capital at this time means a lack of crowds and at 
Christmas its streets are bathed in the glow of candles burning behind every 
window. Bear in mind though that daylight in midwinter is limited to a 
few hours — in Reykjavik, sunrise isn’t until almost 11am in December; the 
sun is already sinking slowly back towards the horizon after 1pm; and by 
3.30pm, it’ll be dark again. Further north in IsafjérfOur, reckon on around 
one and a half hours’ less daylight than in Reykyavik. 


Reykjavik temperatures 


Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec 


Average daily temperatures (°C) 


max temp 2 a 4 Gm 10 tae 148 148 11 7 4 Zz 
min temp -2 2 -1 1 4 fi 9 8 6 3 Om -2 
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things not to miss 


It’s not possible to see everything that Iceland has to offer in one 
trip — and we don’t suggest you try. What follows is a selective 
taste of the country’s highlights: outstanding buildings, natural 
wonders, historic sites and abundant wildlife. They’re arranged in 
five colour-coded categories, which you can browse through to find 
the very best things to see and experience. All highlights have a 
page reference to take you straight into the guide, where you can 
find out more. 


nf Dettifoss Pace 287 * Encounter nature in the raw at Europe’s biggest waterfall, 
VU 1 Dettifoss. 


| SAILIAILOY | 


> | JUNLVN | SLNSIAG | 


x 


JWASNOD 


SLHIIS « JUNLYWN 


Lake Myvatn ace 272 * Curious geological features and rich birdlife come 
together to make Lake Myvatn one of Iceland’s biggest draws. 


f. A Akureyri Pace 244 © The best place 
U outside Reykjavik to enjoy a spot of 
urban sophistication. 


Geysir Page 120 * See Strokkur 
erupting at Geysir, after which all 
geysers are named. 


nr The sagas Page 79 

Reykjavik’s Culture House boasts 
some of Europe’s oldest and finest medieval 
manuscripts. 
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Breidavik age 219 © This 
UJ sweeping stretch of pristine golden 
sand and turquoise water is Iceland’s most 
beautiful beach. 


nr wf Independence Day age 214 ® The birthplace of Iceland’s independence leader, 
ff Jon Sigurdsson, Hrafnseyri is undoubtedly the best place to be for National Day events. 


f\ © The 

. ~ Blue 
Lagoon 
Page 107 
A dip in the 
sublime waters 
of the Blue 
Lagoon isa 
quintessentially 
Icelandic 
experience. 
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1 Haligrimskirkja Pace 
0 81 © Hallgrimskirkja is 
undoubtedly Reykjavik’s best known 
landmark and offers unsurpassed views 
of the world’s most northerly capital 
from its tower. 


Sprengisandur Page 
T 1 337 ¢ A trip into the desolate, 
uninhabited Interior is a humbling 
experience. 


Pingvellir 
0 Page 115 
Human history and 
geological activity 
meet at Pingvellir, 
site of both Iceland’s 
ancient parliament 
and the rift between 
the European and 
North American 
plates that form the 
earth’s crust. 


\Whale watching age 282 * Set off 
&» in search of minke and humpback whales 


on a boat trip from Husavik. 


Ss ee | 
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1 The Settiement Exhibition 
Page 74 © Travel back in time to the year 

871 and see the remarkable remains of one of 

Reykjavik’s earliest houses. 


PorsmoOrk Page 143 * Awe-inspiring scenery in Iceland’s most popular national 
park. 


“@ | Landmannalaugar Pace 131 ® The Interior’s best known feature, 
5s ake Gate 
w Landmannalaugar offers terrific hiking and a chance to bathe in naturally heated waters. 


SNOOD | SHILIAILIY | 


| SLNIAS | 


19 


JINNSNOD 


= 
> 
oj 
SG 
a 
m 
i?) 
cor) 
= 
snl] 
” 


20 


1 Latrabjarg age 220 * These 

perpendicular cliffs at the very edge 
of Europe are the best place to spot all kinds 
of birds. 


1 Phallological Museum 

Page 282 © A distinctly Icelandic 
take on how to present a wildlife museum 
— an eye-opening exhibition of penises, big 
and small, from every species of Icelandic 
mammal. 


1 Eiriksstadoir Pace 176 
Experience Iceland’s Viking history at 
this reconstruction of Eirik the Red’s farm in 


Haukadalur valley. 


|) Grettislaug Page 240 © Don't 
| leave Iceland without taking a dip ina 
geothermally heated hot pool. 


2 Askja Page 339 © The Askja caldera in the Interior, containing a geothermal lake, Viti, 
is perfect for a quick dip. 


21 Join 
the 
rantur 
Page 90 
Sample 
Iceland’s 
legendary 
nightlife, 
starting with 
a pub crawl 
round some 
of Reykjavik’s 
bars. 
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Skaftafell Page 323 * Waterfalls and great hiking make this national park a 
f. favourite among Icelanders. 
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iceland’s birds Page 361-363 ® Iceland has around 300 bird species, and while 
it’s unlikely that you’ll be able to spot the lot, you'll probably see some of the following 
at the very least. 
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Getting there 


Given the long distances involved in reaching Iceland, flying is by far the quickest 
and cheapest option. Iceland’s newly revamped and extended international airport, 
Keflavik, is where all planes from the US and most from the rest of Europe land. 
It’s also possible to reach Iceland by sea all year round on board the new Faroese 
superferry Norréna, which performs a once-weekly circuit of the North Atlantic 
calling at Lerwick and Scrabster in Scotland during the summer months. 


Since there are neither direct air nor ferry : 
links between Ireland and Iceland, all routes: 
from Belfast and Dublin to Reykjavik lead : 
first to London or Glasgow. Flights from : 
Australia, New Zealand and South Africa ; 
also go via London. There are direct flights : 
from the US but travellers coming from : 


Canada will need to go via the US. 


during the “shoulder” seasons — September 
to November and April to June — and you'll 


seats are at a premium). 


dator, who buys up blocks of tickets from 
the airlines and sells them at a discount, 


range of other travel-related services such 


tours and the like. 


be more expensive. 


Booking flights online 


: W www.icelandexpress.com) 
from London Stansted to Keflavik (2hr 50 
Many discount travel websites offer you : 
the opportunity to book flight tickets and : 


holiday packages online, cutting out the 
costs of agents and middlemen; these are 
worth going for, as long as you don’t mind 
the inflexibility of non-refundable, non- 
changeable deals. There are some bargains 
to be had on auction sites too, if you’re 
prepared to bid keenly. Almost all airlines 


: have their own websites, offering flight tickets 

Airfares always depend on the season, : 
with the highest being around June to 
August, when the weather is best; fares drop. : 


Got HGRD ear E se eHA Cee occa : W www.expedia.co.uk (in UK), ® www.expedia 


November to March (excluding Christmas : ‘com (in US), ® www.expedia.ca (in Canada) 


and New Year when prices are hiked up and : ®www.lastminute.com (in UK) 


: @www.opodo.co.uk (in UK) 


You can often cut costs by going through : @www.orbitz.com (in US) 


a specialist flight agent — either a consoli- : @®www.travelocity.co.uk (in UK), ®@www 


.travelocity.com (in US), ® www.travelocity.ca 
: (in Canada), ®www.zuji.com.au (in Australia), 

or a discount agent, who in addition to : 
dealing with discounted flights may also : 
offer special student and youth fares and a : 


In 2006, British Airways (© 0870/850 9850, 


as travel insurance, rail passes, car rental, : @www.ba.com) 


> weekly (hr 15min) between London Gatwick 


If Iceland is only one stop on a longer : and Keflavik. This route looks set to continue 


journey, you might want to consider buying : and, with advance booking, is the cheapest 


a Round-the-World (RTW) ticket. Some <= way to get to Iceland; return fares start at 


travel agents can sell you an “off-the-shelf” : an amazingly good-value £78. Although this 


RTW ticket that will have you touching : service operates all year round, the days 


will have to assemble one for you, which : therefore worth checking the BA website for 


can be tailored to your needs but is apt to = the latest information and any special offers. 


that can sometimes be just as cheap, and 
are often more flexible. 


Wwww.zuji.co.nz (in New Zealand) 


From Britain 


began flying five times 


(©0870/240 5600, 
currently _ flies 


Iceland Express 


min) all year round, with the lowest return 
fares starting at £138. Flights generally 
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Fiy less — stay longer! Travel and climate change 


Climate change is a serious threat to the ecosystems that humans rely upon, and 
air travel is among the fastest-growing contributors to the problem. Rough Guides 
regard travel, overall, as a global benefit, and feel strongly that the advantages to 
developing economies are important, as is the opportunity of greater contact and 
awareness among peoples. But we all have a responsibility to limit our personal 
impact on global warming, and that means giving thought to how often we fly, and 
what we can do to redress the harm that our trips create. 


Flying and climate change 

Pretty much every form of motorized travel generates CO, — the main cause of 
human-induced climate change — but planes also generate climate-warming 
contrails and cirrus clouds and emit oxides of nitrogen, which create ozone (another 
greenhouse gas) at flight levels. Furthermore, flying simply allows us to travel much 
further than we otherwise would do. The figures are frightening: one person taking 

a return flight between Europe and California produces the equivalent impact of 2.5 
tonnes of CO, - similar to the yearly output of the average UK car. 

Fuel-cell and other less harmful types of plane may emerge eventually. But until 
then, there are really just two options for concerned travellers: to reduce the amount 
we travel by air (take fewer trips — stay for longer!), and to make the trips we do take 
“climate neutral” via a carbon offset scheme. 


Carbon offset schemes 


Offset schemes run by @www.climatecare.org, W www.carbonneutral.com and 
others allow you to make up for some or all of the greenhouse gases that you are 
responsible for releasing. To do this, they provide “carbon calculators” for working 
out the global-warming contribution of a specific flight (or even your entire exist- 
ence), and then let you contribute an appropriate amount of money to fund offset- 
ting measures. These include rainforest reforestation and initiatives to reduce future 
energy demand - often run in conjunction with sustainable development schemes. 
Rough Guides, together with Lonely Planet and other concerned partners in the 
travel industry, are supporting a carbon offset scheme run by climatecare.org. 
Please take the time to view our website and see how you can help to make your 


trip climate neutral. 


W www.roughguides.com/climatechange 


operate twice daily from April to September, : 


and once daily during the rest of the year. 
Icelandair (®020/7874 
.icelandair.co.uk) 


Manchester they cost from £159. 


Invariably the best way to find discounted 
flights to Iceland is to go directly to the : 
airlines’ websites where any last-minute. : 


1000, ®www | 
operates from London : 
Heathrow, Glasgow and Manchester to : 
Keflavik. From April to September, the : 
Heathrow flights (3hr) operate twice daily; : 
from October to March, the frequency is : 
generally reduced slightly. From Glasgow : j 
(2hn), Icelandair flies 4-5 times a week, and 3 Explore Worldwide 1 Frederick St, Aldershot, 
from Manchester (2hr 30min) just twice a : 
week. Return fares from London Heathrow : 


start at £163, whereas from Glasgow and : 


special offers are highlighted, though gener- 
ally the earlier you book the less you'll pay. 


Specialist agents and tour operators 


Arctic Experience 29 Nork Way, Banstead, Surrey 
SM7 1PB ©01737/214214, Wwww.arctic 
-experience.co.uk. Well-established wildlife holiday 
specialist, with groups led by naturalists to Iceland, plus 
city breaks, fly/drive holidays and independent travel. 


Hants GU11 1LQ ©01252/760 000, W www 
.explore.co.uk. Small-group tours, treks and 
expeditions and safaris on all continents, with few 
supplements for single travellers; the emphasis is on 
small local hotels. 

North South Travel Moulsham Mill Centre, 
Parkway, Chelmsford, Essex CM2 7PX ® & 
®01245/608 291, @www.northsouthtravel.co.uk. 


www.icelandexpress.com 


THE WORLD'S 
‘COOLEST HOLIDAY 


You don’t have to put your dreams on ice anymore! Iceland Express will get you to the 
hottest cool destination in Europe at a price which almost sounds funny. Check out the 
geysers, volcanoes, vikings, whales, glaciers, northern lights and Reykjavik’s night life. 
You'll never, ever forget a trip to Iceland! 

>> Iceland Express is Iceland’s low-fare airline 

>> We fly you to Iceland from various destinations in Europe every day 


>> Book your flight now at www.icelandexpress.com 


Iceland Express @>) 


www.icelandexpress.com 


Prices from ove way inci tases: Child discount: 


£69/€99 50% — = 


Iceland + 354 5 500 650, UK + 44 0870 2405600, Germany + 49 6543 507 600, Denmark + 45 3583 3600, Sweden + 46 (0)8 6760060 
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Friendly, competitive travel agency, offering discounted 
fares worldwide — profits are used to support projects 
in the developing world, especially the promotion of 
sustainable tourism. 

Regent Holidays 15 John Street, Bristol BS1 2HR 
® 0870/499 0437, W www.regent-holidays.co.uk. 
Good package operator specializing in Iceland and 
Greenland. 

Scantours 73 Mornington St, London NW1 7QE 

® 020/7554 3530, ® www.scantours.co.uk. Good 
deals on city breaks and fly/drive holidays. 

Taber Holidays 30A Bingley Road, Saltaire, 
Shipley BD18 4RS ®01274/594642, W www 
.taberhols.co.uk. With over thirty years experience, 
this company specializes in regional tours of Iceland 
as well as city breaks to Reykjavik. 

Yes Travel ®01778/424499, W www.yes-travel 
.com. Iceland specialist with camping and caravan 
holidays, city breaks, fly/drive and tailor-made tours 
on offer. 


beauty of the Faroe Islands. 


Line (for 


late Sept) and Scrabster (mid-June to late 


: months. When the ferry isn’t running via 
: Scrabster, connections from elsewhere in 
the UK can be made for Lerwick via Aber- 
deen with Northlink Ferries (®0845/6000 
: 449, ®www.northlinkferries.co.uk). 


High season is defined as between late 


: June and mid-August. During this time, 
: one-way fares from Scrabster or Lerwick 
: to Seydisfiordur are £95 per person in a 
> couchette; return tickets cost double these 
: prices, and taking a car costs an extra £125 
: one-way. 


: Pee ee 
. 


: An all-inclusive package tour can some- 
: times turn out to be the cheapest way of 
doing things, and may be a much easier 
: way of reaching remote areas of Iceland, 
: particularly in winter. The specialist opera- 


: a visit to Reykjavik and the Golden Circle 


Although it's possible to travel by sea tO : attractions of Geysir and Gullfoss to all- 


Iceland, the journey is recommended only : singing 
to those with a cast-iron stomach, since = involving snowmobiling across Vatnajdkull 


the frequent gales, storms and unsettling : and whale watching in Husavik. 


swell of the North Atlantic can well and truly: 
Stee y ewe tras OF ie ie aoa : than arranging the same trip independently: 


to your destination. owever, (He, uXUnOUS' prices include return travel, transfer from 


pew feray enone “hasy made things nore : Keflavik to your hotel, hotel accommodation 


STM Less IRAN Le RST hfe ene ee "and often a city sightseeing tour of Reykjavik. 


ne ROoh) a: SiOP RNG eae wat ae : Out of season, prices can be as low as £299 
fitness centre. It also offers an opportunity to : 
break your journey and take in the stunning Pas Ct ak sions on We 

: air, the main operator of city breaks, for the 


' latest detail t ices. 
The Faroese shipping company Smyril : ASL eee Cheers ano pice 


Shetland-originated bookings. : 

: From Irelan 
®01595/690 845; for mainland UK book- : z aeone 
ings ®+298/345 900; Wwww.smyril-line : 


.com) operates the weekly Norréna car and : Duy a return ticket to London Heathrow 


passenger ferry between Seydisfidréur in : Of London Stansted with Aer 


eastern Iceland and several European ports, | (®©0818/365 000, ®www.aerlingus.com), 


including Torshavn (Faroe Islands), Bergen : bmi (Ireland ©01/407-3036, ®www.flyomi 
(Norway), Lerwick (Shetland Islands) and 
Hanstholm (Denmark). New for the summer : 
of 2007, the Norrona will also call at Scrab- : 
ster (Scotland) for the first time, making : 
connections from mainland Britain much 
more straightforward. Sailing schedules are : 
complicated and times vary between even : 
and odd-numbered weeks but, in general, : 
departures from both Lerwick (mid-May to : 
: Off contacting one of the British-based 
Aug) are only possible during the summer 


tors listed above provide deals ranging from 


all-dancing adventure holidays 


City breaks invariably work out less costly 


By plane, it’s most straightforward to 


Lingus 


com) or Ryanair (0818/30 30 30, 
Wwww.ryanair.com) and then get an 
Icelandair, Iceland Express or BA flight on 
to Iceland (see p.27). If you wish to connect 
with the Smyril Line ferry (See left), you'll 
first have to make your way to Scrabster or 
Lerwick, though of course this just extends 
an already lengthy trip. 

When it comes to packages, you’re best 


specialist companies listed on pp.29-30. 


From the US 


From North America, Iceland is served only 
by Icelandair (®1-800/223-5500, Wwww : 
Iceland's national carrier, : 
which flies out of a handful of airports in 
the US but none in Canada. All flights go to : 
Keflavik international airport. The frequency : 
of flights is reduced during the winter : 
months; exact details change on a year-to- 
year basis depending on demand and some : 
routes are suspended altogether. The times: 
and fares below, therefore, are summer : 
frequencies, unless otherwise stated. We : 
have quoted the lowest published fares but : 
it is sometimes possible to find special offers : 
directly on the Icelandair website; at the time : 
of writing, for example, there were late deals : 


.icelandair.com), 


of just $498 from JFK to Keflavik. 


From the US, Icelandair flies 4-5 times : 
weekly to Keflavik from Baltimore (US$1050;_ : 
5hr 40min), daily from Boston (US$1050; Shr); : 
4 times weekly from Minneapolis (US$1096; : 
6hr); 4-5 times weekly from New York JFK : 
(US$1050; 5hr 35min); 3 times weekly from | 
Orlando (US$1096; 7hr 10min; Oct-Mar : 
and 2-4 times weekly from San : Iceland Adventure © 1-888/686-6784, ®www 
: ,icelandadventure.com. Small escorted tours to 
Iceland including rafting and horse-riding holidays. 
Packages and organized tours - @wwwaicelandair.com. iceland tour specialists, 

: Offering a variety of tours from basic airfare plus hotel 
: packages to fully escorted tours. 

from de luxe cruises to cycling holidays. : 
Group tours can be very expensive, and : 
occasionally don’t include the airfare, so : 


check what you are getting. Reservations : extensions to Greenland. 


can often be made through your local travel : Reykjavik Tours © 1-866/423-7242, W www 


agent; most of the tour operators listed : ,feykjaviktours.com. Specializes in short breaks to 


below also have informative websites that the Icelandic capital including trips to the Golden 

: Circle atrractions and the Blue Lagoon. 

: Scanam World Tours © 1-800/545-2204, 

: @®www.scanamtours.com. Group and individual 

: tours and cruises, plus cheap weekend breaks. 

: Scantours ® 1-800/223-7226, W www.scantours 
> com. Numerous mini-breaks and longer tours of 


> Iceland. 


only); 
Francisco (US$1096; 8hr; summer only). 


There are a number of companies operat- 
ing organized tours of Iceland, ranging 


allow you to book online. 


Tour operators in North America 


Adventure Center © 1-800/227 8747, Wwww 
.adventures-abroad.com. Cycling, whale-watching 
and hiking breaks from this company, specializing in 
small group tours. 

Borton Overseas © 1-800/843-0602, W www 
.bortonoverseas.com. Adventure-vacation specialists, 
offering a variety of Iceland tours with biking, hiking 
and rafting activities, plus farm and cabin stays. 
Brekke Tours ® 1-800/437-5302, W www 
.brekketours.com. Sightseeing and cultural tours 
of Iceland, such as the three-day “Iceland Stopover 
Adventure” for visitors en route to Europe. 


KAYAKTOURS 


STOKKSEYRI 


Explore some of Iceland's 
most beautiful coastline 
around Stokkseyri with... 


Icelandic Kayaktours 


° Large number of exciting 
tours to choose from 

e 10 years kayak tours 
experience 

e Great nature viewing 


Tel: +354 8965716 
Email: kajak@kajak.is 
www.southcoast.is 


Icelandair Holidays © 1-800/779-2899, 


Passage Tours © 1-800/548-5960, W www 
.passagetours.com. Nine-day “Icelandic Quartet” 
tours, from $2,018 including airfare. Optional five-day 


3 From Australia, New 
: Zealand and South Africa 


: There are no direct flights to Iceland from 
: Australia, New Zealand or South Africa, 
: and by far the cheapest way of getting 
: there from any of these destinations is to 
: find a discounted airfare to London and 
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arrange a flight to Reykjavik from there (see : 
p.27). As London is a major destination : 
for most international airlines the high level : 
of competition ensures a wide choice of : 


routes worldwide. 


All airfares to London from Australian | 
East-Coast gateways are similarly priced, : Teele 
with the cheapest deals via Asia costing i Malaysia Airlines Australia ® 13 26 27, New 
around AU$1800/2000/2200 (low, medium : 
or high season). From Perth or Darwin, : : 

: Australia © 13 13 13, New Zealand 
sphaclec Nighi WRrARICesar mUeionlang | Cantassstistellas Pee en a 
less ign if geparting from easter. gate- Singapore Airlines Australia © 13 10 11, New 
ways, while flights via the USA cost around : 
AU$400 more. From New Zealand you : thai Airways Australia ®1300/651 960, New 
can fly from Auckland to London via main- : 
land USA or Asia for NZ$2200/2700/3000. : 
From Wellington and Christchurch all options : 
cost NZ$200-$300 more. To get to London : 
count on around : 


6000/6400/6800 ZAR for a Cape Town- : 
- Bentours Level 7, 189 Kent Street, Sydney NSW 


from South Africa, 


London return. 


Airlines 


Air New Zealand Australia © 13 24 76; New 
Zealand toll-free © 0800/737 000; @ www.airnz 
.CO.NZ. 

British Airways Australia © 1300/767 177, New 
Zealand © 09/966 977, Mwww.ba.com. 

Cathay Pacific Australia ® 13 17 47, ® www 
.cathaypacific.com/au, New Zealand © 09/379 
0861, Wwww.cathaypacific.com. 


Garuda Indonesia Australia © 02/9334 9944, 
New Zealand © 09/366 1862, W www.garuda 
-indonesia.com. 

Icelandair ®www.icelandair.net. The Australian 
agent is Nordic Travel (see below); Bentours (see 
below) can also issue tickets for London—Reykjavik 
fares. There is no New Zealand agent. 


Zealand © 0800/777 747, W®www.malaysiaairlines 
.com. 


®0800/808 767, Wwww.qantas.com. 

Zealand © 0800/808 909, @ www.singaporeair.com. 
Zealand © 09/377 3886, ® www.thaiair.com. 
Virgin Atlantic Airways Australia ® 02/9244 
2747, South Africa ® 11/340 3400, ® www 


.virgin-atlantic.com. 


Specialist tour operators 


2000 © 02/9241 1353, ©9251 1574, W www 
.bentours.com.au. Handles Icelandair ticket sales; 
also offers fly/drive and 7-day Iceland packages. 


: Nordic Travel 600 Military Road, Mosman, NSW 


2088 © 02/9968 1783. Another Icelandair agent 
and representative for most Icelandic tour agents, 
this long-established operator can book you onto pre- 
existing tours within Iceland or tailor special-interest 
packages — from driving, hiking or cycling around the 
highlights to snowbmobiling across Vatnajokull. 


a" Getting around 


Iceland’s small scale makes getting around fairly straightforward — at least during 
the warmer months. From Reykjavik, it’s possible to fly or catch a bus to all major 
centres, and in summer there are even scheduled buses through the Interior. In 
winter, however, reduced bus services and difficult road conditions might make 
flying the only practical way to travel. It’s also easy enough to hire cars or four- 
wheel-drives, though those on a budget will find cycling a cheaper alternative. 


On the ground, you'll probably spend a : 
good deal of time on Route 1, or Hring- : 
braut, the Ringroad, which largely follows : 
the coast in a 1500-kilometre circuit of : 
the country via Reykjavik, Akureyri and : 
Egilsstadir. With the exception of a long : 


gravel run in the northeast between Myvatn 
and Egilsstadir, most of the Ringroad is 
surfaced, and in winter snowploughs do 
their best to keep the route accessible to 
conventional vehicles, though you'll still 
need to take care and use snow tyres. 


Elsewhere, while stretches around towns : 
might be surfaced, the majority of Icelan- : 
dic roads are gravel. Some of these are : 
perfectly decent if bumpy to travel over, : 
while many others — such as most roads - 
through the Interior — are only navigable in : 
high-clearance four-wheel-drives. Note that 
interior roads are only open between June 
and August: exactly when each opens and © The country’s umbrella long-distance bus 
closes each year - or whether some open at : 
all - depends on the weather, and the going 


can be difficult even then. 


according to their condition. 


Flights 


Flying in Iceland is good value: the single : 
airfare from Reykjavik to Egilsstadir, for : 
instance, is 9375kr, far less than the price : 
of the bus fare for the same journey — and : 
takes just one hour instead of two days. As : to Akureyri; 8260kr to Hofn; and around 
an added bonus, you'll get a different take on : 
Iceland's unique landscape from above - flying 


over Vatnajokull’s vast expanse of ice is about : 


the only way to get a grasp of its scale. 


The main domestic airline is Flugfélag : 
islands and its subsidiary Landsflug (both : 
®www.airiceland.is), who fly all year from : 
Reykjavik to Akureyri, Bildudalur, Egilsstadir, 
Gjogur, (safjordur, Saudarkrokur, Westman : 
Islands, and H6fn (Hornafjdréur) almost : 
daily. From Akureyri, they have less regular 
connections between April and October to : 
Grimsey, Vopnafjdrédur and Pérshdfn. They : 
offer various ticket types: Priority, which are : 
the most expensive and are valid for a year; : 
B Value, which offer less flexibility, but are : 
twenty percent cheaper; Bonus, valid for a 
month and some forty percent cheaper than 
Priority; and NetOffers, which are cheaper : 
again but can only be booked through the : 
be made through an agent, or online through spe ae 
their website — just note that bad weather : 
can cause cancellations at short notice and : 
that it’s best to book well ahead for summer : 
weekends and holidays. Luggage allow- : 
ance is 20kg, and you need to check in : 


website and can’t be altered. Bookings can 


thirty minutes before departure. 


Sample B Value fares for one-way tickets 
from Reykjavik are: Akureyri 8300kr; Egilsstadir 
9375kr; Hornafjordur 9020kr; — Isafjdrdur 
8300kr; and Westman Islands 5930kr. 


Buses are pretty much the most convenient 
way to get around a large chunk of Iceland. 


organization is BSI (@www.bsi.is), based at 
the bus station in Reykjavik, who publishes a 


: free, comprehensive timetable of scheduled 
You can check on the current road condi- : 

tions anywhere in Iceland by logging on 
to @www.vegag.is, a continually updated | find them at ® www.nat.is. Between May and 
website in English and Icelandic that shows : 


maps of the country with roads colour-coded : 


departures and tours run by the country’s 
half-dozen bus companies — you can also 


October, services cover the entire Ringroad 
and many other routes, with regular tours 
tackling interior destinations once the roads 
open around June — about the only way 
you'll get to see these remote places unless 
you’ve considerable off-road driving experi- 
ence and the right vehicle. 

On the down side, bus travel is expensive: 
one-way fares from Reykjavik are 6750Okr 


14,475kr to Egilsstadir. In purely point-to- 
point terms it costs less to fly (see above), 
and if you can get a group together, car 
rental (see p.34) might work out cheaper, 
depending on how far you’re going and for 
how long. Between October and May, the 
range of buses is also greatly reduced: inte- 
rior roads close, local services dry up, and 
even along the Ringroad buses only run as 
far east as HOfn and Akureyri. 

Bookings for main-road services can 
be made at the BSI terminal in Reykjavik, 
though they’re not really necessary as you 
can always pay on board, and — accord- 
ing to BSI - extra buses are laid on if more 
than one busload of passengers turns up. 
Buses into the Interior, or local tours (even if 
advertised through BS)), will probably require 
advance booking, however. 


Bus passes available from BSI and other 
outlets in Akureyri, Seydisfiordéur, and 
Egilsstadir will save you money on extended 
bus travel, though they’re only available 
throughout the summer and are subject to 
roads being open. 
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The Full Circle Pass (valid June—Aug; 


The Extended Full Circle pass (19 June-31 


7-day (23,000kr) and 21-day 


covering the entire Full 


ted travel on Interior routes. 


covered on a daily basis. 


Interior routes covered by bus tours from : 
Reykjavik include the Fjallabak route, which : 
takes you past Landmannalaugar's thermal 
springs and a wild gorge system (see p.131); : 
and trips across the country to Myvatn either 
via the impressively barren Sprengisan- : 
dur route (p.337) or the easier and slightly : 
more scenic Kjdlur route (See p.337). Local : 
tours also tackle the trip to the mighty Askja : 
caldera south of Myvatn (see p.339); east- 
erly Snzefell, Iceland’s highest free-standing : 
peak (see p.303); and Lakagigar, site of a 
massive eighteenth-century eruption in the : 
: directly comparing prices. 


south of the country (see p.328). 


: Driving 
Stee ye oe es hs counly il : Driving around Iceland allows far greater 
ia ae if ete ee along flexibility than taking the bus. Car-rental is 
ie ee a gh re ot le expensive for solo travellers but might work 
eae a eae us cA cl ask : Out a reasonable deal in a group, and it's also 
extra if you detour off the Ringroad — through : possible to brin bile | h 
g your own vehicle in to the 
the Golden Circle, Interior, or Westfiords for : ' 
es but , ary are country. UK, US, Canadian, Australian and 
eae is eS so ha Ra cides : New Zealand driving licences are all valid for 
Cah 0) Se Re aE ee ae alot : short-term visits. Fuel currently costs 134kr 


: litre for st | | 
Aug; 25,000kr) is similar but includes travel : Pee ar be : Se de® eet ep 
: Octane, or biylaust); many rural fuel stations 
along a couple of Interior routes (such as Land- sath aren hBurs GER e eee tebe 
mannalaugar-Skaftafell and Kjdlur) instead of : x P r 
; : > open around the clock that accept credit 
parallel stretches of the Ringroad. Full Circle. : 
& Westfjords (June-Aug; 31,400kn) is again Z cards with a PIN (but not debit/bank cards). If 
the same as the Full Circle, with a Westfjords : ence SEM ele WoletiCiess fobs) ae ole 
extension that also covers passage on the : at fuel stations for 1000-—5000kr) work in the 
Stykkishélmur-Brjanslaekur ferry. The Omni- : S4M@ way: most country pumps are run by 
: Esso, so their cards are the best to get. 


bus Pass (15 May-15 Sept) is available in : 
(45,000kr)_ : 


versions, and allows you to change direction, : TOE WniGer che, ie ex penence Ale Nesn Ol 


Circle-Westfiords the country, when both the Kjdlur (Route 


route. Finally, the Highlands Pass (19 June- | 2°) and the Kaldidalur (Route 550) open up 


31 August) is valid in 3-day (13,000kr) and : ' carefully-driven conventional 


11-day (37,900kr) versions and allows unlimi- | these roads, however, are still very rough, 


: and you'll need to check with your car-rental 
: policy to ensure you're covered for them. 


: rior routes, however, most often because of 


BSI and its affiliates also run tours, from © sticky sand and numerous river crossings. 


year-round excursions along the Golden : whatever you're driving, and wherever you 


Circle (see p.113), to explorations of the = are note that you must not drive or pull off 


Interior in summer. Though most tours only < the road or track, apart from at designated 


last a single day, you can get off along the = passing places or car parks — aside from 


way to camp or make use of mountain huts, < often unstable verges, you can cause seri- 


and pick up a later bus -— tell them your plans ous erosion damage to the landscape. 
in advance so a space can be reserved for : 
you. Make sure too that you know when the : 
next bus is due, as only the Kjolur route is 
: Car-rental 


In Summer you don’t necessarily need a 


vehicles: 


Four-wheel-drive is essential for other Inte- 


agencies, offering everything 
> from small economical runarounds to gas- 


guzzling four-wheel-drives, are found right 
around Iceland, though in smaller places 
the selection will be limited. Indigenous 
operators such as Berg (see opposite) tend 
to give better rates than the international 
agencies. Hiring in Iceland is expensive and 
you might save money by organizing things 
in advance: compare online prices from 
the websites listed below with any fly-drive 
packages offered by your local travel agent. 
The Reykjavik tourist information offices 
also have each rental agent’s brochures for 


Rental-rate options boil down to two types: : 
a daily rate, which covers the first 100km, : 
after which you pay upwards of 35kr per : 
additional kilometre; or an all-inclusive rate, : 
which fixes a flat daily fee - obviously of : 
benefit if you’re planning a relatively short- : 


long-range excursion. Check how : ; oe 
oe : Icelanders have a cavalier attitude to driving 
much of the CDW (Collision Damage Waiver) : , a 
Ge : In conditions that most other people would 
you'll have to pay - it’s often very steep and : 
a Pe ct ean ee We : baulk at — they have to, or would probably 
‘ : g ects - : > never get behind the wheel — and take dirt 
premium. One-way rental (hiring the car : SIC 
fh tr: : tracks and frozen twisting mountain roads very 
in Reykjavik and leaving it in Akureyri, for : ; ay é 
i > much in their stride. Native drivers also tend . 
instance) attracts an additional relocation fee. : vid \ / 
aN .. . not to indicate and to gravitate towards the » 
It’s always worth bargaining, especially if : } 
: : road’s centre, and don’t slow down much or 
you're planning a lengthy rental period or are - 
; > move over for oncoming traffic, which can be 
in Iceland outside the tourist season, when : ; 
: disconcerting at first. Aside from the weather 


; : and potential road conditions, however, low- 
Including CDW, prices for a small sedan : | traf EM bl 
start around 4500kr per day, plus addi- : bigs a aC ir doae eMm clSe CALS 


tional kilometre fees, rising to 6500-8500kr_ . 
lk : the right as in the US, but opposite to the 
per day for unlimited kilometres. Even after Se eucen d New Zealand. Th d 
factoring in petrol costs, the lower end of : i Sage i ae iif apie ee 5 a 
this scale works out favourably over a week : si " oA esate a nue he A \ 
for two or more people, compared to bus : nt aie i ae Ms Pha ‘ a / 
travel on a Full Circle Pass. For a four-wheel-_ : ORT deere aie eas ea a(e 
drive, however, you're looking at 12,000kr : for all passengers, and headlights must be 
per day at the very least, plus heavy fuel j on at least half-beam all the time. 


term, 


rental rates drop by a third or more. 


consumption. 


Car rental agencies in Iceland 


Avis © 591 4000, Mwww.avis.is. 

Berg ©577 6050, ® www.bergcar.is. 

Bilaleiga Islands ®545 1300, @www.carrental.is. 
Budget © 567 8300, W www.budget.is. 

Europcar ©591 4050, ® www.europcar.is. 

Hertz © 505 0600, @ www.heriz.is. 

National © 568 6915, ® www.nationalcar.is. 

SG © 421 3737, Wwww.sgcarrental.is. 


The vehicle ferry from Scandinavia and : 
Scotland to Seyédisfjéréur in the Eastfiords 
(see p.30) makes bringing your own vehi- : 
cle into Iceland fairly straightforward. Assum- : 
ing you have been living outside Iceland for : 
the previous twelve months, you’re allowed : 
to import the vehicle and 200 litres of fuel : 
duty free for a period of one month starting : 
from the date of entry. You’ll also need to : 
produce proof that the vehicle has third-party : 
insurance (this can be purchased on arrival) : 
and to bring along its registration certificate : 
and your driving licence, before a duty-free : 


import permit is granted. Permits can often 
be extended for up to three months after 
arrival, but overstay your permit and you’ll be 
liable to full import duties on the vehicle. 


Cars are left-hand drives and you drive on 


Roadsigns you'll soon become familiar 


: with — even if you stick to the Ringroad — are 


LIVE 


LIKE 
A LOCAL! 


We arrange holiday rentals and business 
rentals for those visiting Iceland and 
need short term accommodation. 


Our goal is to provide a simple and 
easy-to-use website to search, 
find and book your home 
away from home. 


RENT 


Opens a new door 


www.rent.is - rent@rent.is 
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“Einbreid bru”, indicating a single-lane bridge : 
sometimes also marked by flashing yellow 
beacons; and “Malbik endar”, marking the : 
end of a surfaced road. Bright orange : 
signs marked “Varud” or “Heetta” (warning : 
or hazard) alert you to temporary local prob- 
lems, such as roadworks, ground-nesting : 
birds or sandstorms -— these can be a: 
serious hazard and have been known to : 


overturn vehicles and strip the paint off cars. 


Other common problems include having : 
other vehicles spray you with windscreen- : 
cracking gravel as they pass — slow down : 
and pull over to minimize this, especially on : 
unsurfaced roads. Most fields are unfenced : 
so always beware of livestock wandering 
about. When there’s snow - though you'd : 
be unlucky to come across much around : 
the Ringroad during the summer - you'll : 
find that the road’s edges are marked by : 
evenly spaced yellow poles; stay within 
their boundaries. Avoid skidding on gravel : 
or snow by applying the brakes slowly and 
as little as possible; use gears instead. In : 
winter, everyone fits studded snow tyres to : 
their cars to increase traction, so make sure : 
any vehicle you rent has them too. Pack a 
good blanket or sleeping bag in case your : 
car gets stuck in snow, and always carry 


food and water. 


Iceland's interior routes, plus some shorter : 
gravel tracks off the Ringroad to Pdérsmérk : 
and elsewhere, can be really rough. Not all : 
are four-wheel-drive only, but if using them 
stay on any marked tracks to prevent : 
damaging Iceland's fragile environment. Vehi- : 
cles easily bog down in snow, mud or soft 
sand, when maintaining forward momen- : 
tum is vital: even if you’re barely crawling : 
along, while you’re still moving forward : 
you should resist the temptation to change 
gear, as you'll lose your impetus by doing : 
so. If you do stop moving forward, spinning : 
wheels will quickly dig the vehicle in, so take : 
your foot off the accelerator immediately. 
Hopefully you'll be able to reverse out, other- : 


wise you'll have to start digging. 


Four-wheel-drive-only roads — on which : 
you may encounter stretches of sand, | 
ice or river crossings —- are : 
designated with an “F” on road maps (for 


boulders, 


instance, the Sprengisandur route is F26), 
and should only be attempted in a suitable 
vehicle. Precautions include not tackling 
any four-wheel-drive roads alone; being 
properly equipped with all rescue gear 
and tools (and know in advance how to 
use them); and always carrying more than 
enough fuel, food and water. It’s also wise 
to tell someone reliable where you’re going 
and when you'll be back, so that a rescue 
can be mounted if you don’t show — but 
don’t forget to contact them when you do 
get back safely. You'll also need advance 
information on road and weather condi- 
tions; check out Wwww.vegag.is and try 
local tourist offices. Above all heed local 
advice and don’t take chances -— many 
people have drowned in their cars attempt- 
ing to ford rivers in the Interior. 

Rivers are potentially very dangerous, and 
come in two types. Spring-fed rivers have 
a constant flow; glacial rivers can fluctuate 
considerably depending on the time of day 
and prevailing weather conditions. These 
are at their lowest during the early morning 
and after a dry spell of weather; conversely, 
they can be much deeper in the afternoon 
once the sun has melted the glacial ice 
that feeds them, or when it’s raining. Some 
rivers are bridged but many are not; fords 
are marked with a “V” on maps. You need 
to assess the depth and speed of the river 
first to find the best crossing point — never 
blindly follow other vehicle tracks - and to 
wear a lifejacket and tie yourself to a lifeline 
when entering the river to check its depth. If 
the water is going to come more than half- 
way up the wheels, slacken off the fan belt, 
block the engine's air intake, and waterproof 
electrics before crossing. Be sure to engage 
a low gear and four-wheel-drive before enter- 
ing the water at a slow, steady pace; once 
in, don’t stop (you'll either start sinking into 
the riverbed or get swept away), or change 
gear (which lets water into the clutch). If you 
stall mid-stream in deep water, turn off the 
ignition immediately, disconnect the battery, 
winch out, and don’t restart until you've 
ensured that water hasn’t entered the engine 
through the air-filter — which will destroy the 
engine. If in doubt, it’s much better to wait 
for the river to subside or for the weather to 
improve than to take risks. 


Cycling 


Bad roads, steep gradients and unpfe- : 
dictable weather don’t make Iceland an 
obvious choice for a cycling holiday, but there : 
are plenty of people who come here each 
summer just to pedal around. And if you're : 
properly equipped, it’s a great way to see the : 
country close-up — you'll also save plenty of 


money over other forms of transport. 


You'll need solid, 18- or 24-speed moun- : 
tain bikes with chunky tyres. You can rent : 
these from various agents in Iceland for 
around 1500kr a day. If you’re bringing your : 
own bike to Iceland by plane, or getting it : 
from one end of the country to the other by : 
air, you'll need to have the handlebars and : 
pedals turned in, the front wheel removed and 


strapped to the back, and the tyres deflated. 


There are bike shops in Reykjavik, Akureyri : 
and a couple of the larger towns, but other- : 
wise you'll have to provide all spares and : 7 " 
Carry out repairs yourself, or find a garage : Hitching 
to help. Remember that there are plenty of 
areas, even on the Ringroad, where assist- : 
ance may be several days’ walk away, and : 
that dust, sand, mud and water will place : 
abnormal strains on your bike. You'll defi- : 
nitely suffer a few punctures, so bring a : 
repair kit, spare tyre and tubes, along with 
the relevant tools, spare brake pads, spokes, : 


chain links and cables. 


Weather has the most capacity for ruin- : 
ing your enjoyment if you’re not prepared for 
it. In summer, expect a few days of rain, a : 
few of sunshine, a storm or two, and plenty : 
of wind. Around the coast you shouldn't : 
need excessively warm clothing — a sweater : 
and waterproof in addition to your normal : 
gear should be fine — but make sure it’s all : 
quick-drying. If travelling through the Interior, : 
weatherproof jackets, leggings, gloves and : 
headwear, plus ample warm clothing, are 
essential. Thick-soled neoprene surf boots 
will save cutting your feet on rocks during : 


river crossings. 


It's not unfeasible to cover around 90km : 
a day on paved stretches of the Ringroad, 
but elsewhere the same distance might : 
take three days and conditions may be so : 
bad that you walk more than you ride. Give : 
yourself four weeks to circuit the Ringroad at 
an easy pace — this would average around : 
50km a day. Make sure you’ve worked out 


how far it is to the next store before passing 
up the chance to buy food, and don’t get 
caught out by supermarkets’ short weekend 
hours (see p.53). Off-road cycling is prohi- 
bited in order to protect the landscape, so 
stick to the tracks. 

If it all gets too much, you can put your 
bike on a bus for a few hundred kronur. 
If there’s space, bikes go in the luggage 
compartment; otherwise it will be tied to the 
roof or back. Either way, protect your bike 
by wrapping and padding it if possible. 

For help in planning your trip — but not bike 
rental — contact the Icelandic Mountain 
Bike Club (islenski Fjallahjdlaklubbusins, or 
IFHK; ®www.mmedia.is/~ifhk), who orga- 
nize club weekends and also have heaps 
of advice for cyclists. You can download 
most of this and contact them through their 
website, which has English text. 


Hitching around Iceland is possible, at least 
if you have plenty of time. Expect less traffic 
the further you go from Reykjavik, and even 
on the Ringroad there are long stretches 
where you may go for hours without seeing 
a vehicle. Leave the Ringroad and you might 
even have to wait days for a lift, though in 
either case it’s likely that the first car past will 
stop for you. 

Having said this, holidaying !celanders 
will probably already have their cars packed 
to capacity, So make sure you have as little 
gear as possible — without, of course, leaving 
behind everything you'll need to survive given 
the climate and long spaces between shops 
(see p.43). And though Iceland may be a 
safer place to hitch than elsewhere in Europe, 
Australia, or the US, it still carries inherent 
risks, and the best advice is not to do it. 

If you must hitch, never do so alone and 
remember that you don’t have to get in just 
because someone stops. Given the wide 
gaps between settlements it will probably 
be obvious where you are heading for, but 
always ask the driver where they are going 
rather than saying where it is you want to go. 

The best places to line up lifts are either at 
campsites, hostels, or the fuel stations which 
sit on the outskirts of every settlement; it’s 
possible, too, that staff in remoter places 
might know of someone heading your way. 
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Tours 


way to reach somewhere. 


: months of July and August, when you may 


Everywhere you go in Iceland you'll find - have to wait a couple of days before being 


tours on offer, ranging from whale-watching | able to get on the more popular excursions. 


cruises, hikes, pony treks and snowmobile Seren ea aoe te eg a alge 


trips across southern glaciers, to bus safaris : TORODORE LE TNS OUIGS A AaaIRS Tp ale 


covering historic sites, interior deserts, hot | °S far as tourism is concerned lasts from 


springs and volcanoes or even joy flights : Sr ee ae allay ENS PRI C Der eID eee 


over lakes and islands. Some of these things : completely, and those that remain open 


you can do independently, but in other cases | Concentrate on 


you'll find that tours are the only practical : glacier exploration along the fringes of the 


: southern icecaps, as the Interior itself is 
They can last anything from a couple of definitely off-limits by then. While bigger 


hours to several days, with the widest range 7 agents Ge vMiauis Oller ips almost Gai in 
offered between June and September : winter, don’t expect to be able to just turn 


though some, such as whale watching, are up at a small town off-season and get onto a 


: ’ ’ : ~_ j f f 
seasonal, Booking in advance is always _ tour — most will require a few days’ advance 


a good idea, especially in the peak tourist P warn? order to arrange everything. 


four-wheel-driving and 


Accommodation 


In summer, almost every settlement in Iceland has somewhere to stay in the 
shape of a hotel, guesthouse, hostel or campsite. In addition, farms and some 
rural schools provide accommodation where you might not expect it. Almost all 
formal lodgings are found around the settled coastal band; if you’re heading into 
the wilds at any stage, you’ll need to camp or make use of huts. 


Before setting out, pick up the Aning 


notice of your arrival outside the tourist 


rates are around 25 percent cheaper than 
summer ones. 


Sleeping-bag accommodation is much the 
same thing and even cheaper, except only 


: a bare bed or mattress is provided, hostel- 
brochure from tourist information outlets, 
which lists most places to stay — though : 
not all — and official campsites, along with 


their facilities. Hotels tend to stay open year- : 


round, but many other places shut down | ACCOmmodation 


from September to May, or need advance : organizations 


: Contact details for specific places to stay are 
season. Where places do stay open, winter : 
are run by the following organizations: 

> Edda Hlidarfotur 101, Reykjavik © 444 4000, 

> © 444 4001, W www. hoteledda.is. See opposite 


In addition to a range of rooms, several : 


types of places to stay offer budget accom- 7 i seule aor 
; : Fosshotel Skipholt 50, 105 Reykjavik ® 562 4000, 
modation. Where made-up beds are offered, : 1e . 
eal ' d h : Wwww.fosshotel.is. Association of twelve mid-range 
ao cies susie ai mel ee @om, : hotels located at strategic points around the country, 
so might end up sharing with strangers : including Reykjavik and Akureyri. 
but for less than the price of a single room. : Hostelling International Iceland 
: Sundlaugavegur 34, 105 Reykjavik, @ www.hostel 


: is (see opposite). 


style, and you supply all the bedding -— so 
even if you don’t intend to camp, it’s worth 
bringing a sleeping bag to Iceland. 


given throughout the guide, many of which 


Icelandair © 505 0910, @ www.icehotels.is. Eight 
upmarket hotels, mostly in southern Iceland. 
Icelandic Farm Holidays Sidumuli 2, 108 
Reykjavik © 570 2700, W www. farmholidays.is. 
Agent for several hundred farms offering 
accommodation around Iceland; the English-language 
brochure doesn’t include individual farms’ contact 
details, so try to pick up the Icelandic version as well. 
Kea Hotels Hafnarstreti 87-89, 600 Akureyri 

® 460 2000, ® www.keahotels.is. Six top-notch 
hotels in Akureyri, Myvatn, and Reykjavik. 


Hotels and guesthouses 


ments might have their own pool, gym, 


and without bath. 


Guesthouses (gistiheimilid) tend to have : 
more character than hotels, and they're often: 
family-run. Rooms range from the barely : 
furnished to the very comfortable, though : 7000kr for a double, 5500kr for a single, 
facilities are usually shared, and you'll often : 3500kr for a made-up bed, and 1600- 


find some budget accommodation available 


too. A breakfast of cereal, toast, cheese, 


for an extra 850kr or so; some places can 
provide all meals with advance notice. As 
for prices, doubles cost 6000kr or more; 
made-up beds are around 3500kr per 
person and sleeping-bag accommodation 
will be about 2200kr. 


: Farms 

You'll find plenty of farms in Iceland (some 
- with histories going back to saga times) 
: which offer accommodation of some kind, 
: ranging from a room in the farmhouse to 
: hostel-style dormitories or fully-furnished, 
- self-contained cabins. Many also encour- 
> age guests to take part in the daily routine, 
: or offer horse riding, fishing, guided tours, or 
> even four-wheel-drive safaris. 


For the most part, farm prices are the same 


7 as for guesthouses; cabins usually sleep 
Icelandic hotels are typically elderly and | fu" Or More and can work out a good deal 


gloomy or bland, modern, business-oriented : f° & group at around 9000-12,000kr. Come 


blocks, though rooms are comfortable and : prepared to cook for yourself, though meals 


well furnished as a rule. Bigger establish- : are usually available if booked in advance. 


sauna or even casino, and there will always : Summer hotels and Edda 
be a restaurant, with breakfast included in 
the cost of a room. Room rates depend on : 
the location and facilities, and start around : 
9000-12,000kr for a double with en-suite : 
bath, 6000-9000kr without, and about two- : 


thirds of these prices for a single room with : 
: bag accommodation with shared facilities. 


In Iceland, many country schools open up 
during the summer holidays as summer 
hotels, fifteen of which come under the 
Edda banner (see p.38 for contact details). 
They’re aimed at the mid-range end of 
things, though many also provide sleeping- 


Most have a thermally heated pool in the 


grounds and there’s always a restaurant. 
Prices at summer hotels start from 


2200kr for sleeping-bags. 


and coffee is sometimes included, or offered : Hostels 


Hostelling International Iceland (see p.38 
: for details) runs 27 hostels, ranging from big 
: affairs in Reykjavik to old farmhouses sleep- 
- ing four out in the country. All are owner- 
: Operated, have good self-catering kitchens 
- and either offer bookings for local tours or 


Accommodation price codes 


Throughout this guide, prices given for youth hostels and sleeping-bag accom- 
modation are per person, unless otherwise specified. Hotel and guesthouse 
accommodation is graded on a scale from @ to ©, based on the price of the 
cheapest double room in high season. The price bands to which these codes refer 


are as follows: 


@ Up to 4000kr 
© 4000-6000kr 
© 6000-8000kr 


© 8000-10,000kr 
© 10,000-12,000kr 
© 12,000-15,000kr 


@ 15,000-20,000kr 
© 20,000kr-25,000kr 
© Over 25,000kr 
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organize them themselves. Some can also : 
provide meals with advance notice and have : 
laundry facilities. Quite a few are open all 
year too, though you'd be hard-pushed to : 
reach remoter ones until winter is well and : 
truly over — turn up out of season, however, : 


and you'll often receive a warm welcome. 


Whatever the time of year, you should : 
hostels : 
are often full, and at other times, even if : 
Officially open, Owners may simply lock up : 
the house and head off somewhere for a : 
few days if they’re not expecting guests. 
Dormitory accommodation is the norm, : 
either in made-up beds (up to 2500kr) or : 
sleeping bags (2200kr), with around a 25 : 
percent discount for holders of a Hostel- : 
ling International card — these have to be 
bought before you leave home (see contact : 


book in advance; in summer, 


details below). 


Youth hostel associations 


Australia ®02/9565 1699, ®www.yha.com.au. 
Canada © 1-800/663 5777, ®www.hihostels.ca. 
England and Wales ©0870/770 8868, Wwww 
.yha.org.uk. 

Ireland ®01/830 4555, ® www. irelandyha.org. 
New Zealand 03/379 9970, ®www.yha.co.nz. 
Northern Ireland ©028/9032 4733, ® www 
-hini.org.uk. 

Scotland ®01786/891 400, ®www.syha.org.uk. 
US 301/495-1240, Wwww.hiayh.org. 


Camping 


Camping is a great way to experience : 
Iceland, especially during the light summer 
nights, when it’s bright enough in your tent at : 
midnight to feel like it’s time to get up. You'll : 
also minimize expenditure, whether you make : 
use of the country’s 150 or so campsites or : 
set up for free in the nearest field. Camping : 
is, however, a Summer-only option: in winter, : 
campsites and fields alike will probably be 


buried beneath a metre of snow. 


Official campsites are only open between : 
June and some point in September — though 
you’re welcome to use them out of season : 
if you can live without their facilities (just : 
shower at the nearest pool). They vary from : 
no-frills affairs with level ground, a toilet and : 
cold running water, to those sporting wind- : 
breaks, hot showers (always extra), laundry, : 
powerpoints, and sheltered kitchen areas. : 


On-site shops are unusual, however, so 
stock up in advance. Campsites in the Inte- 
rior are very barely furnished, usually with 
just a pit toilet. While some town campsites 
are free, prices come in at around 600kr per 
person per day, though sometimes you'll pay 
per tent, or a fixed, one-off fee regardless of 
how long you stay. 

If you’re doing extensive hiking or cycling 
there will be times that you'll have to camp 
in the wild. The main challenge here is to 
find a flat, rock-free space to pitch a tent. 
Where feasible, always seek permission for 
this at the nearest farmhouse before setting 
up; farmers don’t usually mind - and often 
direct you to a good site — but may need to 
keep you away from pregnant stock or the 
like. Note too, that in a few reserves such 
as Skaftafell and J6kulsargljufur, camp- 
ing is only permitted at designated areas. 
When camping wild, you can bury anything 
bio-degradeable but should carry other 
rubbish out with you. 


Your tent is going to be severely tested, so 
needs to be in a good state of repair and 
built to withstand strong winds and heavy 
rain — a good-quality dome or tunnel design, 
with a space between the flysheet and the 
tent entrance where you can cook and store 
your backpack and boots out of the weather, 
is ideal. Whatever the conditions are when 
you set up, always use guy ropes, the maxi- 
mum number of pegs, and a flysheet as the 
weather can change rapidly; in some places, 
especially in the Interior, it’s also advisable to 
weight the edge of the tent down with rocks. 

Also invest in a decent sleeping bag 
— even in summer, you might have to cope 
with sub-zero conditions — and a sleep- 
ing mat for insulation as well as comfort. A 
waterproof sheet to put underneath your tent 
is also a good idea. Unless you find supplies 
of driftwood you'll need a fuel stove too, as 
lceland’s few trees are all protected. Butane 
gas canisters are sold in Reykjavik and many 
fuel stations around the country, but you're 
probably better off with a pressure stove 
capable of taking a variety of more widely 
available fuels such as unleaded petrol 
(bylaust), kerosene (steinolia), or white spirit/ 
shellite (“white spirit”). 


As for camping food, never buy purpose- : 
made stuff from specialist stores — most : 
brands are expensive and barely palatable : 
even when you're too exhausted to care 
after a hard day’s hike. Normal boil/micro- : 
wave-in-the-bag meals from the nearest : 
supermarket are far cheaper and can’t taste : 


any worse. 


Mountain huts 


At popular hiking areas and throughout : 
interior Iceland you'll encounter mountain : 
huts, which are maintained by Iceland's : 
hiking organizations (see p.46). These can be : 
lavish, multistorey affairs with kitchen areas : 
and dormitories overseen by wardens, or 
very basic wooden bunkhouses that simply : 
Offer a dry retreat from the weather, and cost 
1500-2200kr accordingly. You'll always have : 
to supply bedding and food and should book 
well in advance through the relevant organi- : 
zation, particularly at popular sites such as : 


Porsmérk and Landmannalaugar (see p.131 
& p.139). If you haven’t booked —- or can’t 
produce a receipt to prove it — you may get 
in if there’s room, but otherwise you’ll have 
to pitch a tent; wardens are very strict about 
this, so if you don’t have a tent to fall back 
on, you might find yourself having to hike to 
the next available hut late in the day. 

Emergency huts, painted bright orange 
to show up against snow, are sometimes 
not so remote — you’ll see them at a few 
places around the Ringroad where drivers 
might get stranded by sudden heavy snow- 
falls. Stocked with food and fuel, and run 
by the SVFI (Iceland’s national life-saving 
association), these huts are for emergency 
use only; if you have to use one, fill out 
the guestbook stating what you used and 
where you were heading, so that stocks 
can be maintained and rescue crews will 
know to track you down if you don’t arrive 
at your destination. 


Food and drink 


Although Iceland’s food is unlikely to be the highlight of your trip, things have 
improved from the early 1980s when beer was illegal and canned soup supple- 
mented dreary daily doses of plain-cooked lamb or fish. The country’s low 
industrial output and high environmental conciousness —- the use of hormones in 
livestock feed is forbidden, for instance - means that its meat, fish and seafood 
are some of the healthiest in Europe, with hothouses providing a fair range of 


vegetables and even some fruit. 


While in Reykjavik and Akureyri the variety of : 
food is pretty well what you’d find at home, : 
menus elsewhere are far less exciting — with : 
sheep outnumbering the people by four to : 
one, there’s a lot of lamb to get through. You'll : 
often find some variety to the standby grills or : 
stews, however, even if salads have yet to : 
really catch on; otherwise fast food or cook- : 


ing for yourself will have to see you through. 


Traditional foods 


Iceland's cold climate and long winters : 
meant that the settlers’ original diet was low : 


in vegetables and high in cereals, fish and 
meat, with preserved foods playing a big 
role. Some of the following traditional foods 
are still eaten on a daily basis, others crop up 
mainly at special occasions such as the mid- 
winter Porramatur feasts, though restaurants 
may serve them year round. 

Hardifiskur, wind-dried haddock or cod, is 
a popular snack, eaten by tearing off a piece 
and chewing away, though some people like 
to spread butter on it first. Most Icelandic 
seafood is superb — there are restaurants 
in Reykjavik, Hafnarfjoréur and Stokkseyri 
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which specialize in lobster — and even every- 
day things like a breakfast of sild (pickled 


herrings) are worth trying. Hakarl (Greenland 
shark) is a more doubtful delicacy, as it is first: 


buried for up to six months in sand to break : jt been said with some justification that 


down the high levels of toxins contained in its : |eland runs on coffee. with just about every- 


flesh. Different parts of the rotted shark yield one in the country firmly hooked. There’s a 


either white or dark meat, and the advice for : qefinite café culture in the cities, and decent 


beginners is to start on the milder-tasting dark : quality brews are offered even at rural cafés. 


(gler hakarl), which is translucent — rather like : In some supermarkets, hot thermoses of 


smoked glass. Either way, the flavour is likely : frag coffee are laid on for customers to 


to make your eyes water, even if connois- : help themselves, and wherever you pay for 


seurs compare the taste and texture favour- ; a cup, the price usually includes a refill or 


ably to a strong cheese. Don’t feel bad if you : two. Tea is also pretty popular, though not 


can’t stomach the stuff, because neither can: 


many Icelanders. 


As for meat, there's ordinary hangikjot, /: 


sheep’s heads; 


Mego oe: 


(blOdmGr) is a favourite; and a whole range /: 
of scraps pressed into cakes and pickled : 


in whey, collectively known as surmatur : 


— leftover svid is often prepared like this, as | Alcohol is expensive - bring a bottle of duty- 


is sursadir hrdtspungar, or pickled rams’ | 


testicles. 


Game dishes include the grouse-like ptar- 
migan (rjupa), which takes the place of turkey 
at Icelandic Christmas dinners; an occa- : 
sional reindeer (hreindyr) in the east of the : 
country; and puffin (lundi) in the south, which : 
is usually smoked before being cooked. Ina : 
few places you'll also come across whale or : 
seal meat, as both are still hunted in limited : 
numbers. Rather more appealing to non- : 
Icelandic palates, salmon (/ax), trout (silin- : 
gur), and char (bleikja) are all superb and : 
relatively inexpensive. In addition to smoked : 


salmon or trout, 


try the  similar-looking 


gravad, whereby the fish is marinated with : 


herbs until it’s soft and quite delicious. 


About the only endemic vegetable is a type 
of lichen that’s dried into almost tasteless, : 
resilient black curls and snacked on raw or : 
cooked with milk. Home-produced cheese : 
and dairy products are very good, and it’s : 
worth trying yogurt-like skyr, sold all over the 
country plain or flavoured with fruit. Pancakes : 


known as flatbraud or laufabraud are tradi- 


tionally eaten at Christmas, and a few places : 


— notably near Myvatn in northeastern Iceland 


: — bake a delicious rye bread called hvera- 
: braud in underground ovens (see p.276). 


Drinks 


consumed with such enthusiasm. Bottled 


‘ water and familiar brands of soft drinks are 


> ‘available everywhere. Milk comes in a bewil- 


which is hung, smoked lamb, popular in : Yering range of styles, making a trip to the 


sandwiches and as part of a traditional supermarket fridge quite a challenge if you 


Christmas spread; svi, bolled and singed = can't read Icelandic. Mjolk is normal full-fat 
oe _haggis-like varieties: of | milk; Lettmjolk is skimmed, AB Miolk is plain 
slatur (“slaughter”), of which blood pudding \,/runny yoghurt, and G-Mjolk is UHT milk. 


free in with you to save costs — and, with the 


: exception of beer, only sold in bars, clubs, 


restaurants and state-owned liquor stores 
Known as vinbud. These are often tucked 
out of sight in distant corners of towns and 
cities, and always have ludicrously restricted 
opening hours — sometimes just an hour, 
five days a week. Most Icelanders drink very 
hard when they put their minds to it, most 
often at parties or on camping trips — the 
August bank holiday weekend is notorious. 
It’s surprising, then, to find that full-strength 
beer was actually illegal until March 1989, 
when the seventy-five-year-old prohibition 
laws were revoked. In Reykjavik, March 1 
is still celebrated as Bjordagurinn, or Beer 


Day, with predictably riotous celebrations 


organized at bars throughout the capital. 
Beer is available in many supermarkets, and 
comes as relatively inexpensive, low-alcohol 
pilsner, and more expensive, stronger lagers. 

All wine and most spirits are imported, 
though hard-liquor enthusiasts should try 
brennivin, a local spirit distilled from pota- 


- toes and flavoured with caraway seeds. It’s 


powertul stuff, affectionately known as svarti 


: daudi or “black death”, and certainly warms 


you up in winter — you'll also welcome its : 
traditional use to clean the palate after eating : 
sell meals and are frequently decorated along 
: particular themes — decked out 1950s-style, 
: for example, or hung with fishing memorabilia. 
: Coffee houses are less widespread, confined 
Just about every settlement in Iceland has a : Mostly to the cities and a couple of towns, 
restaurant of some sort. In Reykjavik, and to: offering light meals, coffee, and cakes. 
a lesser extent Akureyri and the larger towns, : : 

you can get everything from traditional : Self-catering 


: Self-catering will save a lot over eating out, 


fermented shark. 


Restaurants, cafés and 
bars 


Icelandic fare to Mexican, Thai, Chinese, 
and _italian- 


something of a national institution. 


In the country, pickings are far slimmer. : 
Some hotel restaurants have fine food, | 
though it’s more often filling than particu- : 
larly memorable; prices can be as high as 
in any restaurant, but are generally lower. : 
Otherwise, the only place offering cooked 
food might be the nearest fuel station café, : 
which will whip up fast fodder such as pylsur : 
(not dogs), burgers, grills, sandwiches and 
pizzas — virtually Iceland’s national dish — for : 
: fairly expensive. 


a few hundred kronur. 


The media 


Iceland’s main daily paper is the right-wing : 
Morgunbladid, available all over the country : 
: — and libraries around the country — also 


and giving thorough coverage of national and 


international news. If your Icelandic isn’t up to. 
it, you can get a roundup of the main stories : 
through the Iceland Review, an English- : 
magazines such as Jime and National 
: Geographic are also available from the 


language newsheet giving good outlines 
about main national stories — it’s available in 


and French-inspired dishes, : 
and there are even a couple of vegetarian : 
places. This is the most expensive way to : 
dine - expect to pay upwards of 1500kr per : 
person — though keep your eyes peeled for : 
lunchtime specials offered, or inexpensive : 
fixed-price meals of soup, bread, and stew. 
All-you-can-eat smorgasbords or buffets : 
also crop up, especially around Christmas, : 
when restaurants seem to compete with : 
each other over the calorie contents of their 
spreads of cold meats and cakes - the latter 


Found all over the country, bars, besides 
being somewhere to have a drink, also usually 


though ingredients still cost more than they 
do at home — again, you might want to bring 
some supplies (especially camping rations) 
with you to save money. There are very 
few specialist food shops besides bakeries, 
but at least one supermarket in all villages, 
towns and cities. Don’t expect to find them 
attached to campsites, however, and when 
travelling about, buy supplies when you can, 
don’t get caught short by weekend shop 
hours, and know where the next supermar- 
ket is. There are no shops in the Interior. 
Larger supermarkets can be well stocked 
with plenty of fresh fruit and vegetables 
— especially in “hothouse towns” such as 
Hveragerdi in southern Iceland — plus fish 
and meat. Rural stores, however, may have 
little more than a few imported apples and 
oranges and a shelf or two of canned and 
dried food. Iceland grows its own capsicums, 
mushrooms, tomatoes and cucumbers, plus 
plenty of berries and a few bananas, but 
most other things are imported and therefore 


Reykjavik’s newsagents or online at ®www 
.icelandreview.com. Reykjavik’s bookshops 


have copies of British and US newspapers, 
though supply is erratic and sometimes 
a week or more out of date. International 
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same sources, and the sparingly-published : 
Icelandic Geographic is worth getting hold : 
of if you can find it, for stunning wildlife and 
: Foreign radio stations 

Iceland’s radio stations play a mind- 
numbingly repetitive menu of commercial : 
pop, classical music and talk-back shows. 
television channels show a : 
familiar mix of soaps, dramas, films and : 


landscape photography. 


The three 


documentaries. All these media are predomi- 


Festivals 


Though Iceland's calendar is predominantly : 
Christian, many official holidays and festivals : 
have a secular theme, and at least one dates : 
from pagan times. Some are already familiar: : 
Christmas and Easter Monday are both : 
holidays in Iceland and are celebrated as else- 


where in the Western world, as is New Year. 


Harking back to the Viking era, however, | 
Porrablét is a midwinter celebration origi- : 
nally honouring the weather god Porri, : 
and became something to look forward to : 
during the bleakest time of the year. It is held 
throughout February, when people throw : 
parties centred around the consumption of 
traditional foods such as svid and hakarl (see : 
p.42), with some restaurants also laying on : 


special menus. 


Sjomannadagur, or Seamen’s Day (June : 
4), unsurprisingly, is one of the biggest holi- : 
days of the year, with communities organ- : 
izing mock sea-rescue demonstrations, : 
swimming races and tug-of-war events. : 
This is followed by another break for Inde- : 
pendence Day (June 17), the day that the : 
Icelandic state separated from Denmark in : 
1944. Pingvellir (see p.113) is a good place : 
to head for, though everywhere throws some 
sort of celebration. Whilst not an official : 


and TV shows are screened in their original 
language with subtitles. 


Check out the following websites for live- 
streaming or to find international frequencies 
to tune in to your favourite radio stations. 
BBC ®&www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice 

Radio Canada ®www.rcinet.ca 


Radio National Australia Wwww.abc.net.au/rn 
nantly Icelandic-language only, though films : 


Voice of America ®www.voa.gov 


holiday, Jonsmessa, on June 24, is the day 
that elves and other magical creatures are 
said to be out in force, playing tricks on the 
unwary; some people celebrate with a big 
bonfire, and it’s also meant to be good for 
your health to run around naked. 

Verslunnarmannahelgi, the Labour Day 
Weekend, takes place around the country 
on the first weekend in August. Traditionally, 
everybody heads into the countryside, sets 
up camp, and spends the rest of the holiday 
drinking and partying themselves into obli- 
vion; hit any campsite in the country at this 
time and you'll be sharing it with thousands 
of drunken teenagers. On Heimaey in the 
Westman Islands, Pjédhatid is held on the 
same day and celebrated in the same way, 
though it nominally commemorates Iceland's 
achieving partial political autonomy in 1874. 

One event to look out for, though it’s not 
a single festival as such, is the annual stock 
round-up, or rettir, which takes place in rural 
areas throughout September. This is when 
horses and sheep are herded on horseback 
down from the higher summer pastures to 
be penned and sorted; some farms offering 
accommodation allow guests to watch or 
even participate. 


Sports and outdoor activities 


Iceland has its own wrestling style, called glima -— a former Olympic sport where 
opponents try to throw each other by grabbing one another’s belts - and there’s 
a serious football (soccer) following; the Reykjavik Football Club was founded 
in 1899, and an Icelandic consortium owns the English-league club Stoke City. 
Otherwise, there’s not a great obsession with sport as such, with most people 
here getting outside not to play games but to work or enjoy the Great Outdoors. 


The lava plains, black-sand deserts, glacier- : 
capped plateaus, alpine meadows, convo- : 
luted fiords and capricious volcanoes that 
make Iceland such an extraordinary place : 
scenery-wise also offer tremendous potential : 
for outdoor activities, whether you've come 
for wildlife or to hike, ride, ski, snowmobile : 
or four-wheel-drive your way across the hori- 
zon. Further information on these activities is : 
always at hand in local tourist offices, while 
you can find out more about the few national 
parks and reserves from the Department of : 
Forestry or various Icelandic hiking organiza- 
tions (see p.46). Many activities can be done : 
as part of an organized tour, sometimes with : 
the necessary gear supplied or available for : 
rent. Before you set out to do anything too 
adventurous, however, check your insurance : 


cover (see p.51). 


Swimming and hot pots 


You probably won’t be coming to Iceland 
to swim, but in fact this is a major social : 
activity year-round with Icelanders, and it’s a 
great way to meet people or just see them : 
unwinding - it seems mandatory for busi- : 
nessmen to have a dip on their way to work. : 
Just about every town and village has a : 
swimming pool, usually an outdoor affair and : 
heated by the nearest hot spring to around : 
28°C. In addition, there are almost always : 
one or two spa baths or hot pots, provid- : 
ing much hotter soaks at 35-40°C - another : 
great Icelandic institution, and particularly fun : 
in winter, when you can sit up to your neck : 
in scalding water while the snow falls thickly 
around you. Out in the wilds, hot pots are : arty 

: Hiking 
replaced by natural hot springs - a great : 
way to relax trail-weary muscles. Note that : 
Icelandic swimming pools have separate : 


male and female changing rooms but no 
private cubicles; and at all official swimming 
pools you are required to shower with soap 
before getting in the water. 


Fishing 

As Iceland is surrounded by the richest 
fishing grounds in the North Atlantic, sea 
fishing has always been seen as more of 
a career than a sport. The country’s rivers 
and lakes, however, are also well stocked 
with salmon and trout, pulling in hordes of 
fly fishers during the fishing season (April 1 
to September 20 for trout; June 20 to mid- 
September for salmon). Both fish are plentiful 
in all the country’s bigger waterways, though 
the finest salmon are said to come from the 
Laxa (which means Salmon River), in north- 
east Iceland, and the Ranga in the south. 
During the winter, people cut holes in the 
ice and fish for arctic char; the best spots 
for this are at Pingvallavatn and Myvatn (see 
p.118 & p.167). 

You always need a permit to fish. Those 
for char or trout are fairly inexpensive and 
easy to obtain on the spot from local tourist 
offices and some accommodation, but those 
for salmon are always pricey and often need 
to be reserved months in advance, as there 
is a limit per river. For further information, 
contact the National Angling Association, 
Bolholt 6, IS-105 Reykjavik (®553 1510, 
®568 43863, Wwww.angling.is), whose 
website has a huge amount of English- 
language information about trout and salmon 
fishing in Iceland. 


Hiking gets you closer to the scenery than 
anything else in Iceland. In reserves and 
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the couple of national parks you'll find a 
few marked trails, and where they exist 
you should always stick to them in order to 
minimize erosion. Elsewhere you'll need to 
be competent at using a map and compass 
to navigate safely over the lava, sand, rivers 
and ice you'll find along the way. 

lf you’re unsure of your abilities, there 


are two hiking clubs to get in touch with: : 
Ferdafélag Islands (The Touring Club of : 
Iceland, Mérkin 6, IS-108 Reykjavik; ®568 
2533, ®568 2535, @www.fi.is); and Utivist : 


run guided treks of a couple of days duration : The best months for hiking are from June 


to a week or longer — though groups can be = through to August, when the weather is rela- 


very large — and maintain various mountain: tively warm, wildflowers are in bloom, and 


huts in reserves and the Interior where you = ine wildlife is out and about — though even 


can book a bunk (see p.41). Local tourist © then the Interior and higher ground else- 


information offices can also put you in touch = Whore can get snowbound at short notice. 
: Outside the prime time, weather is very 


Whether you're planning to spend @ : problematic and you probably won't even be 


weekend making short hikes, or two weekS : able to reach the area you want to explore, 


crossing the Interior, it's essential to come : Iet aione hike around it 


properly equipped. Weather changes very : 


fast in Iceland, and while there are plenty of : can walk just about anywhere, assuming 


sunny summer days, these will be spaced < you can cope with local conditions, though 


by rain, storms and the real possibility of © there are, of course, some highlights. Close 


snow on high ground or in the Interior, and = to Reykjavik, the Reykjanes Peninsula (see 


you can get caught out easily even on brief : 0.107) offers extended treks across impos- 


excursions. Always carry warm, weather- : ingly desolate lava rubble; there are some 


proof clothing, food, and water (there are = short, easy hikes along steaming valleys 


plenty of places in Iceland where porous soil : near Hveragerdéi (see p.122); while trails at 


makes finding surface water unlikely), as well : pingvellir (see p.113) include historic sites 


as a torch, lighter, penknife, first aid kit, a © and an introduction to rift valley geology. 


foil insulation blanket and a whistle or mirror : Further east, Laugavegur (see p.132) is an 


for attracting attention. The country is also : exceptional four-day trail; and Pérsmérk 
carpeted in sharp rocks and rough ground, : (see p.141) is one of the most popular hiking 
: spots in the country, a wooded, elevated 
: valley surrounded by glaciers and mountain 


: peaks with a well-trodden network of paths. 


(Hallaveigarstigur 1, IS-101 Reykjavik; ®561 
4330, ©®561 4606, Wwww.utivist.is). Both 


with guides. 


sO good-quality, tough hiking boots are 
essential — though an old pair of sports 
shoes, or a pair of neoprene surf boots with 
thick soles are useful to ford rivers. 

On lava, watch out for volcanic fissures, 
cracks in the ground ranging from a few 
inches to several metres across, which are 
usually very deep. These are dangerous 
enough when you can see them, but blan- 
keted by snow they'll be invisible — take 
care not to catch your foot or fall into one. 
Another hazard is river crossings, which 
you'll have to make on various trails all over 
the country. River levels are at their lowest 
first thing in the morning, and rise through 


: the day as the sun melts the glacial ice and 
: snow that feed into them. When looking for 
a crossing point, remember the river will be 
: ghallowest at its widest point; before cross- 
: ing, make sure that your backpack straps 
: are loose so that if necessary you can ditch it 
: in a hurry. Face into the current as you cross 
and be prepared to give up if the water gets 


above your thighs. Never attempt a crossing 
alone, and remember that some rivers have 
no safe fords at all if you’re on foot — you'll 
have to hitch across in a vehicle. 


One of the beauties of Iceland is that you 


Along the west coast, the Sneefellsnes 


: Peninsula (see p.179) is notoriously damp 
: but peaks with the ice-bound summit of 
Sneefellsj6kull, the dormant volcano used as 
: a fictional gateway into the centre of the Earth 
by writer Jules Verne. Further north there's 
> Hornstrandir (see p.207), the wildest and 
: most isolated extremity of the Westfjords, a 
> region of twisted coastlines, sheer cliffs and 
rugged hillwalks. Those after an easier time 
: should head to Myvatn (see p.267), the shal- 
: low northeastern lake where you can make 


simple day-hikes to extinct craters, billow- 
ing mud-pits, and still steaming lava flows; 


features some awesome canyon scenery. 


(see p.303), a peak inland from Egilsstadir; 
LonsGreefi reserve (see p.317) near Hodfn; 
and Skaftafell National Park (see p.321), 


Vatnajdkull’s southern edge. 


Horse riding 


Horses came to Iceland with the first 
settlers, and, due to a tenth-century ban on 
their further import to stop equine diseases 
arriving in the country, have remained true 
to their original stocky Scandinavian breed. 
Always used for riding, horses also had a 
religious place in Viking times and were often 
dedicated or sacrificed to the pagan gods; 
with the advent of Christianity, eating horse 


of paganism. Nowadays, horses are used 
for the autumn livestock round-up, and for 
recreational purposes. 

Icelandic horses are sturdy, even-tempered 
creatures, and in addition to the usual walk, 
trot, and canter, can move smoothly across 
rough ground using the gliding télt gait. The 
biggest breeding centres are in the country’s 
relatively mild south, but horses are avail- 
able for hire from farms all over Iceland, for 
anything from an hour in the saddle to two- 
week-long treks across the Interior. Places to 
hire horses are given throughout the guide, 
but to organize something in advance, 
contact Ishestar 
.ishestar.is) or Eldhestar (#www.eldhestar 
is), who run treks of all lengths and experi- 
ence levels right across the country. 


: Snow and action sports 


: Snow sports — which in Iceland are not 


longer but also relatively easy are the well- just practised in winter — have, surprisingly, 


marked riverside trails around nearby Jokul- only recently begun to catch on. Partly this 


sargljtifur National Park (see p.284), which 7 is because the bulk of Iceland’s population 
: lives in the mild southwestern corner of the 


Over in the east, the best of the hikes take in : country, but also because snow was seen 


the highland moors and glaciated fringes of : as just something you had to put up with; 


the massive Vatnaj6kull ice cap: at Snzefell 7 cross-country skiing, for instance, is such a 
> fact of life in the northeastern winters that 
: locals refer to it simply as “walking”, and 
> were baffled when foreign tour operators first 


another riotously popular camping spot on : brought in groups to do it for fun. 


The possibilities for cross-country skiing 


- are pretty limitless in winter, though you'll 
> have to bring in your own gear. Down- 
: hill skiing and snowboarding are the 
: most popular snow sports, with two major 
: centres — winter slopes at Blafjoll (Wwww 
: .skidasvaedi.is; see p.95), only 20km from 
: Reykjavik; and summer skiing at Kerlingarfjoll 
: (Mwww.kerlingarfjall.is) close to Hofsj6kull 
: glacier in the central Interior - accommoda- 
- tion at the latter needs to be booked well in 


: advance, and rental gear is available at both. 
meat was banned, being seen as a sign : 


Plenty of tour operators offer glacier trips 


on snowmobiles or skidoos, which are 
: like jet-skis for snow — the only way for the 
: inexperienced to get a taste of Iceland's 
: massive ice fields, and huge fun. If you're 
> more water-oriented, several of southwest- 
: ern Iceland's larger rivers have caught the 
- attention of white-water rafting enthusiasts 
: (contact Arctic Rafting, ®487 5557, ®www 
: ,arcticrafting.is, for more information), while 
: Iceland also has surprisingly good scuba 
: diving potential, the prime sites being in 
Pingvallavatn’s cool but amazingly clear 
waters, at various shipwrecks, and at seal 
: colonies around the coast: 
(®555 7000, www © (@www.dive.is) can sort out the details, 
: though you'll need dry-suit skills. 


Dive Iceland 
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Chiidren 


Iceland presents few difficulties for travelling : 
with children. |celanders are very child- 
friendly people; cities and towns are relatively : 
safe, low-crime places with familiar ameni- : 
ties; and supermarkets and pharmacies : 
are well-stocked with nappies, formula and : 
anything else you might need (though you do 
need to keep in mind where the next shops : 
might be in the countryside). Boredom might 
be a problem on long car jouneys between 
sights — though the many swimming pools : 
make great places to let off steam once you : 
arrive somewhere — and an awareness of : 
the country's natural dangers is very much 
taken for granted in Iceland: there are few : 
warning signs or barriers at waterfalls, hot : 
springs, cliffs, crevasses and the like, so : 
children must be supervised at all times in 
the countryside. Along with everyone else, : 
children also need to come prepared for the : 
weather, with plenty of warm, waterproof : 


clothing and tough shoes for use outdoors. 


Costs 


Due to its small consumer base and depend- : 
ency on imports, Iceland is an extremely : 
expensive country to visit. To minimize : 
costs, you need to be as self-sufficient as : 
possible: bring food and a sleeping bag if : 
you're intending to use self-catering budget : 
accommodation, along with a tent and all : 
camping gear if camping. Icelandic bus | 
passes (0.33) will minimize transport costs, 
and a Hostelling International Card (p.40) : 
will get you a few hundred kronur a night 
off official Youth Hostel rates. Seasons also : 
affect costs: places to stay and car-rental : 
agencies drop their prices between October 
and May, though at that time inexpensive : 
summer-only accommodation will be shut, : 
campsites will probably be under snow, and 


bus services are infrequent or suspended. 


Budget travellers who camp out every night, 
use a bus pass and cook for themselves, can : 
keep average daily costs down to around : 


Travel essentials 


4500kr (though cyclists can cut this in half). 
Throw in a few nights in hostel-style accom- 
modation and the occasional pizza and 
you're looking at GOOOkr. Mid-range travel 
still means using a bus pass to get around, 
but favouring hostels and eating out cheaply 
most of the time, this will set you back about 
7000kr a day. Staying only in guesthouses or 
hotels and eating in restaurants for every meal 
means that you’re looking at daily expenses 
of anything upwards of 15,000kr. 

None of the above takes into account 
additional costs for entertainment such 
as tours, entry fees, drinking (an expensive 
pastime in Iceland — see p.42), or alterna- 
tive transport such as flights and ferries, for 
which we've given prices in the guide. Car 
rental will add a minimum 5500kr a day, 
plus fuel, to daily expenses — see p.34 for 
more about this. 

If you spend more than 4000kr total in any 
single transaction on goods to take out of 
the country, you are entitled to a tax refund 
of 15 percent of the total price, as long as 
you leave Iceland within 90 days. Ask for a 
form when you make your purchases, which 
needs to be filled out by the shop. Refund 
points are located in the departure halls at 
Keflavik and Reykjavik airports; the bank 
inside the Sedisfjérdur ferry terminal; and on 
board all international cruise ships two hours 
before departure. Alternatively, get your form 
stamped at customs and apply for a refund 
within three months from Iceland Refund, 
Bagjarhraun 8, IS-220, Hafnarfjérdur (© 564 
6400, Wwww.icelandrefund.com). 


Crime and personal 
safety 


Iceland is a peaceful country, and it’s unlikely 
that you'll encounter much trouble here. 
Most public places are well lit and secure, 
people are friendly and helpful, if somewhat 
reserved, and street crime and hassles are 
rare. Needless to say, hitching alone, or 
wandering around central Reykjavik late at 
night, is unwise. 


Most incidents involve petty crime and : 
are largely confined to Reykjavik. Many : 
criminals are drug addicts or alcoholics after : 
easy money; keep tabs on your cash and 
passport (and don’t leave anything visible in : 
your car when you park it) and you should : 
have little reason to visit the police. If you : 
do seek them out, you'll find them unarmed, : 
concerned and usually able to speak English : 
~ remember to get an insurance report from : 


them if you have anything stolen. 


As for offences you might commit, drink- : 
driving is taken extremely seriously here, so 
don't do it: catch a taxi rather than risk being : 
caught. Being drunk in public in Reykjavik : 
might also get you into trouble, but in a coun- : 
try campsite you probably won't be the only : 
one, and (within reason) nobody is going to : 
care. Drugs, however, are treated as harshly : 


here as in much of the rest of Europe. 


Sexual harassment is less of a problem : 
here than elsewhere in Europe; although in : 
Reykjavik clubs you might receive occasional : 
unwelcome attentions — or simply be taken : 
aback by the blatant atmosphere — there's : 
very rarely any kind of violent intent. If you : 
do have any problems, the fact that almost : 


: Australia and New Zealand Contact the Icelandic 
everyone understands English makes it easy : 


to get across an unambiguous response. 


Disabled traveliers 


fied in advance. 


Your first contact in Iceland is SjalfsbjSrg, : ys 4156 15th Street NW, Suite 1200, Washington 
Reykjavik’s Disabled Association, at Hatun : 
12, 105 Reykjavik (@www.sjalfsbjorg.is). : 
Their website has English text, and gives a full : 
list of accessible accommodation, along with : 
information about travelling around Iceland. : 
Alternatively, contact service operators direct : 


or through your travel agent; phone numbers : 


are listed throughout the guide. 


Electricity 


Electricity is 240v, 50Hz AC. Plugs are : 
round pin with either two or three prongs; : 


appliances fitted with overseas plugs need 
an adaptor. 


Entry requirements 


Citizens from Shengen countries, the Euro- 
pean Economic Area, the US, Canada, 
Australia, New Zealand and many other 
nations (check @www.icetourist.is for the full 
list) require no visa to visit Iceland for up to 
three months providing that their passport is 
valid for at least three months after the date 
of arrival. Other nationals need to contact the 
Icelandic Directorate of Immigration (www 
.utl.is) for details of how to apply for a visa. 

As regards customs regulations, all visi- 
tors to Iceland, irrespective of country of 
origin, can bring in the following: up to three 
kilos of food (but no uncooked meat of any 
sort); and either one litre of spirits and one 
litre of wine, or one litre of spirits and six litres 
of beer, or one litre of wine and six litres of 
beer or two litres of wine. In addition to this, 
200 cigarettes, or 250g of other tobacco 
products, are also permitted. 


Embassy in China: Landmark Tower 1, 802, 8 North 
Dongsanhuan Road, Chaoyang District, 100004 
Beijing ® 86 10/6590 7795, W www.iceland.org/cn. 


- Canada Constitution Square, 360 Albert Street, Suite 
Iceland is fairly well prepared for disabled : 
travellers. Several hotels in Reykjavik and : 
Akureyri have rooms specially designed for : 
disabled guests, larger department stores : 
are generally accessible to wheelchair users, : 
while transport - including coastal ferries, : 
airlines, and a few public tour buses - can : 


make provisions for wheelchair users if noti- 3 UK 2A Hans St, London, SW1X QJE ©020/7259 


710, Ottawa, Ontario, K1R 7X7 © 613/482-1944, 

W www.iceland.org/ca. Consulate General, One 
Wellington Crescent, Suite 100, Winnipeg, Manitoba, 
Canada R3M 322, © 204/284-1535, ® www.iceland 
.org/ca/win; plus consulates in Edmonton, St John’s, 
Halifax, Toronto, Montreal and Regina. 
Republic of Ireland Contact the Icelandic 
Embassy in the UK. 


3999, W www.iceland.org/uk. 


DC 20005-1704 © 202/265-6653, W www.iceland 
.org/us; Consulate General, 800 3rd Ave, 36th Floor, 
New York, NY ® 212/593-2700; plus consulates in 
Phoenix, Tallahassee, Anchorage, San Francisco, 
Miami, Chicago, Atlanta, Louisville, New Orleans, 
Boston, Detroit, Minneapolis, Kansas City, New York, 
Harrisburg, Dallas, Houston, Norfolk and Seattle. 


: Gay and lesbian 
: travellers 


Iceland is a very small and closely knit 
society, where it’s generally said that two 
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Icelanders meeting for the first time can 
usually find people they know in common 
— not exactly ideal conditions for a thriving 
gay scene to develop. Indeed, for years 
many gay people upped and left for the other 
Nordic capitals, most notably Copenhagen, 
where attitudes were more liberal and it was 
easier to be anonymous. 

The Icelandic gay and lesbian asso- 
ciation, Samt6kin 78 (Laugavegur 3, ®552 
7878), promotes awareness of homosexu- 
ality and gay rights at a political level and 
also offers a support network, not only in 
Reykjavik, but also out in rural communi- 
ties, where attitudes towards homosexu- 
ality are not nearly as enlightened. The bar 
culture that has slowly but surely developed 
in Reykjavik since the 1990s also means that 


the city is now confident enough to boast 


several gay bars (see p.91), though there 
isn’t a single gay bar or any gay scene to 
speak of in the provinces. 

Samtokin’s efforts have certainly paid off 
at the political level — after much lobbying, 
Iceland’s politicians not only agreed to allow 
gay marriage in 1996 (in effect the right to 
register legally a partnership between two 


' same-sex partners thus granting legal parity 


with straight couples), but also to allow gay 
men and lesbians to adopt children, making 
Iceland the first country in the world to pass 
such progressive legislation. 


Health 


Iceland’s health care is excellent and avail- 


able in most communities. Tourist offices or : 
: you get exhausted, wet and cold whilst out 
: hiking or cycling; symptoms include a weak 
: pulse, 
: speech and exhaustion. If you suspect hypo- 
: thermia, seek shelter from the wind, rain, 
: and snow, get the patient as dry as possi- 
: ble, and prevent further heat loss — aside 
: from clothing, a foil “space blanket” available 
: from camping stores will help. Sugary drinks 
: can also help (alcohol definitely doesn’t), 
: but serious cases need immediate hospi- 
: tal treatment. The best advice is to avoid 
: hypothermia in the first place: while hiking, 
ensure you eat enough carbohydrates, drink 
: plenty of water and wear sufficient warm 
> and weatherproof clothing, including a wool- 
: len hat - most body heat is lost through the 


accommodation can recommend doctors and 
hospitals — all of whom will be English speak- 
ing. There’s at least one pharmacy, or apotek, 
in every town, as well stocked as any chemist 
you'll find at home. Most open during normal 
business hours, though some in Reykjavik and 
Akureyri stay open longer. No vaccinations 
are required for visitors to Iceland. 

To avoid being charged for emergency 
healthcare in Iceland, Scandinavian citizens 
must show medical insurance and a valid 
passport, while citizens of the European 
Economic Area can simply show their Euro- 
pean Health Insurance Card and passport at 
a health centre or hospital for free treatment. 
The European Health Insurance Card has 
replaced the old E111 form — to obtain one, 


: enquire at a post office or check www 
: .dh.gov.uk/travellers. Citizens of other coun- 
tries need to contact the nearest Icelandic 
: Embassy or representative for information on 
> whether they qualify; if not, you'll have to pay 
at the time and then claim back the money 
: from your travel insurance. 


If you're spending much time outdoors, 


: be aware that the weather and distance 
might cause difficulties if you need medical 
attention in a hurry, and it’s wise to carry a 
: first-aid kit. Two important items to include 
are a roll of elasticated sticking plaster (band 
: aids) and crepe bandages — both vital for 
supporting and splinting sprained muscles 
: or broken bones. 


Most problems you'll encounter, however, 


: are minor. Though you might not think the 
> northern sun would be much trouble, it’s 
still strong enough to cause sunburn and 
: eyestrain — especially when reflected off 
: ice Or snow — so use sunscreen and sun 
: glasses. Some sort of hand cream or mois- 
: turiser and lip balm are a good idea too, as 
: the cold dry air, wind and dust can pain- 
: fully crack exposed skin. Eye drops will also 
: relieve irritation caused by dust. Flies are 
: not the problem in Iceland that they can be 
: in Scandinavia; Myvatn (see p.267) is the 
only place you'll encounter them in plague 
: proportions, though very few bite. Water is 
- safe to drink throughout Iceland. 


About the most serious thing to worry 


: about is hypothermia, wherein your core 
: body temperature drops to a point that can 


be fatal. In Iceland, it’s most likely to occur if 


disorientation, numbness, — slurred 


head — and gloves. During the colder parts 
of the year, motorists should always carry a 
blanket and warm gear too, in case they get 
stranded by snow. 


insurance 


that you have to pay. 


medical treatment, and in the event you have 
anything stolen, you must obtain an official 
statement from the police. 


The Internet 


public libraries or tourist offices often have 
access for 250-900kr an hour. If all else fails, 


: accommodation or even tour agents might 
: allow you to use their facilities if asked nicely, 
: though they’re certainly not obliged to. 


Laundry 


: Outside Reykjavik, which has a_ public 


Travel insurance policies provide a certain : laundromat 


oye! CT Cover sal WieO Darah ceo @ laundry facilities at accommodation or better- 


f per , aS well as unforeseen : 
of personal items : > equipped campgrounds. 


cancellation or curtailment of your journey. : 


Cover for adventure activities such as : Living in Iceland 


whitewater-rafting, snow sports and trek- : 


king, usually incurs an extra premium. Read | European Economic Area nationals may stay 


the small print of prospective policies care- | longer than three months on condition that 


fully; cover can vary wildly for roughly similar : they secure work for a further period of at 


premiums. Also make sure you check the ' least three months. Once in employment, 


level of excess. the amount of each claim : there is no time limit on the length of stay in 
Iceland but residence and work permits 
With medical coverage, ascertain whether : are required; check with the Directorate of 


benefits will be paid as treatment proceeds : Immigration (Wwww.utl.is) and the Director- 


is a 24-hour medical emergency number. : for information. Non-EU nationals must apply 


When securing baggage cover, make sure : for residence permits before leaving home, 
that the per-article limit — typically under £500. 
equivalent — will cover your most valuable : 
possession. If you need to make a claim, : 
you should keep receipts for medicines and : Mail 

: Post offices are 
> communities and are open from 9am until 
: 4.30pm Monday to Friday, though a few in 
: Reykjavik have longer hours. Domestic mail 
: will generally get to the nearest post office 
Iceland is one of the highest per-capita : 
users of the Internet, with most homes and : 
businesses connected. There are several : 
Internet cafés in Reykjavik and Akureyri : 
costing around 700kr an hour; elsewhere, | 
: and New Zealand. Anything up to 20g costs 


: 56kr_ within Iceland, 75kr to Europe, and 


(see p.95), you'll only find 


and must be able to prove they can support 
themselves without working. 


located in all major 


within two working days, though a recipi- 
ent living out on a farm might not collect it 
so quickly. For international post count on 
three to five days for mail to reach the UK 
or US, and a week to ten days to Australia 


Rough Guides travel insurance 


Rough Guides has teamed up with Columbus Direct to offer you travel insurance 
that can be tailored to suit your needs. Products include a low-cost backpacker 
option for long stays; a short break option for city getaways; a typical holiday 
package option; and others. There are also annual multi-trip policies for those who 
travel regularly. Different sports and activities (trekking, skiing, etc) can usually be 


covered if required. 


See our website (W www.roughguidesinsurance.com) for eligibility and purchasing 
options. Alternatively, UK residents can call ®0870/033 9988; Australians can call 
® 1300/669 999 and New Zealanders should call ®0800/55 9911. All other nation- 


alities can call © +44 870/890 2843. 
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95kr to anywhere else; up to 50g costs : 
65/130/175kr. International parcels aren’t : 
outrageously expensive -— check Wwww : 
-postur.is for rates — but not particularly fast; : 
ask at any post office about Express Mail if : 
you're in a hurry, though you’ll pay far more 


than for the normal service. 


Post restante facilities are available at all : 
post offices; have mail sent to the relevant : 
Office marked “to be collected” in English : 
and turn up with your passport. Addresses : 
in Iceland are always written with the number : 
after the street name. If you can’t find an 
expected letter, check that it hasn’t been : 
filed, Icelandic-style, under your first name; it : 
might help to have your surname underlined : 


on the letter. 


Maps 


park offices on-site). 
Iceland’s two major 


~—a big problem with domestic versions. 


Mal og menning’s small-scale maps 
— suitable for hiking - include 1:100,000 : 
sheets on Lonsdreefi, Kjélur and Fjallabak; : 
while Landmealingar’s cover Pingvellir, Horn- : 
strandir, the HUsavik-Mvatn area, Myvatn, : 
Pérsmérk-Landmannalaugar : 
(including Hekla), Southwest Iceland and the 


Skaftafell, 


map series are : 
published by the Reykjavik bookshop Mal : 
og menning (Mwww.edda.is), and Land- : 
meelingar Islands (@www.Imi.is), the Icelan- : 
dic National Land Survey. For general use, : 
both produce single-sheet road maps of the : 
entire country, along with four or five sepa- : 
rate regional sheets (also available in book : 
form as road atlases) - Landmeslingar’s are : 
slightly superior in detail and scale. Another : 
large-scale option is the Rough Guide map 
to Iceland, which while not as detailed as the : 
others is printed on tear-proof paper, and so 
won't fall apart the second time you open it : 


Westman Islands at 1:25,000-1:100,000. 
In addition, Mal og menning publishes a 
range of specialist titles, such as where 
to watch birds, a botanical atlas and some 
geological sheets (including one of Surtsey, 
the world’s newest island). Landmeelingar’s 
entire series are also available on CD ROM 
(Windows only). 

Finally, two other series make excellent 
souvenirs: Loftmyndir’s (@www.photomap 
is) superb 1:17,000-1:50,000 _ satellite 
photomap series of Esja, Skaftafell, JOkul- 
sargliufur, Gullfoss & Geysir and Reykjanes; 
and Landmeélingar’s Upparattur series of 
115 beautifully drawn but very dated maps 
covering the entire country at between 
1:50,000 and 1:100,000. 


: Money 
A range of excellent maps of the country, : 
costing between 850 and 1100kr, is avail- : 
able for all types of use — if you can’t find : 
what you want overseas, you'll be able : 
to pick it up in Reykjavik and Akureyri, : 
or sometimes from local tourist offices : 
and fuel stations. In addition to the maps : 
detailed below, Iceland’s hiking clubs (see : 
0.46) and National Parks put out a few 
maps of varying quality for popular nature 
reserves and national parks (available from : 


Iceland’s currency is the krona (kronur in 
the plural), abbreviated to either Isk, Ikr 
or kr. Notes are issued in 5000kr, 2000kr, 
1000kr and 500kr denominations, and there 
are 100kr, 50kr, 10kr, 5kr, and 1kr coins, 
decorated with fish. At the time of writing 
the exchange rate was approximately 133kr 
to £1; 9Okr to €1; 7Okr to US$1; 63kr to 
CAN$1; 54kr to AU$1; and 45kr to NZ$1. 

Banks are found right around the coun- 
try, including in many single-street villages, 
and most sport an ATM, often located in a 
weather-proof lobby that can be accessed 
outside opening hours. Normal banking 
hours are Monday to Friday 9.15am to 4pm, 
though a few branches in Reykjavik open for 
longer. All banks change foreign currency 
(not Australian and New Zealand dollars, 
however); some stores and accommodation 
in Reykjavik also accept US dollar, Euro, or 
British notes. 

You can just about get around Iceland with- 
Out ever touching cash: almost everywhere 
takes credit cards (Visa and MasterCard are 
the most widely accepted), and many busi- 
nesses’ tills — and all ATMs — are wired into 
the Cirrus/Maestro/Electron network, which 
allows you to pay, or draw cash from ATMs, 
direct from your home bank account using a 
debit/bank card. Cash withdrawals will be 
charged a fee per transaction; check with 
your bank for more information. 

Alternatively, you can use traveller’s 
cheques to carry your funds around. On 


the plus side, you can get them replaced : 
through the issuer if lost or stolen (as long : 
as you have copies of the receipts with 
you); the downside is that you get charged 
to buy them in the first place, and then get : 
charged a commission every time you cash : 
one at a bank — the fee for this depends on : 


: Jan: 
the bank. Take only Euro, UK sterling or US : 


: Mar/Apr: 
dollar cheques; Australian and New Zealand : 

cheques are not cashable in Iceland. Some : April 20/21 : First Day of Summer 
banks now issue Travel Money Cards, : 
basically an ATM card which has been : 
precharged to a certain value, and which you : 
can draw on until the funds are exhausted. : 
Again, check with your bank for details, : 


especially regarding compatibility with Icelan- : 


dic machines. 


Opening hours and public 3 


holidays 


Shops are generally open Monday to Friday : 
10am-6pm and Saturday 10am to mia- : 
afternoon, though you might find that many 
close for the weekend through the summer. : 
In cities and larger towns, supermarkets are : 
open daily from 10am until late afternoon; in : 
smaller communities, however, some places 


don’t open at all at weekends. 


Out in the country, fuel stations provide : 
some services for travellers, and larger : 
ones tend to open daily from around 9am to : 
11pm. Office hours everywhere are Monday : 
to Friday 9am to 5pm; tourist offices often | 


extend these through the weekends, at least 
in popular spots. 


Businesses are generally closed for the 

following holidays 

New Year’s Day 

Maundy Thursday, Good Friday, 
Easter Sunday, Easter Monday 


: May 1: Labour Day 
May/June: Ascension Day, Whit Sunday, Whit 
Monday 
June 17: National Day 
August: Bank Holiday 
(first Monday) 
: Dec 24-26: Christmas Eve, Christmas Day, 
Boxing Day 
Dec 31: New Year’s Eve 
: Phones 


All phone numbers in Iceland are seven 
digits long, with no regional codes. Phone 
book listings are arranged in order of Chris- 
tian name — Gunnar Jakobsson, for instance, 
is listed under “G”, not “J”. Normal landline 
rates are reduced on domestic calls at 
weekends and Mon-Fri 7pm-—8am; on calls 
to Europe daily at 7p>m-8am; and to every- 
where else daily at 11pm-—8am. 

Payphones can be found outside post 
Offices and at fuel stations. They increasingly 
accept only credit cards; an alternative are 


Operator services and international calls 


Operator services in Iceland 


Emergencies Fire, ambulance or police ® 112 


International directory enquiries © 114 
International operator ® 115 
National directory enquiries ® 118 


Calling home from Iceland 


Note that the initial zero is omitted from the area code when dialling the UK, Ireland, 


Australia and New Zealand from abroad. 
USA and Canada 00 + 1 + area code 
Australia 00 + 61 + city code 

New Zealand 00 + 64 + city code 

UK 00 + 44 + city code 

Republic of Ireland 00 + 353 + city code 
South Africa 00 + 27 + city code 
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prepaid cards from 500kr up, such as those 
offered by Atlas Fresli (Wwww.atlassimi 


You dial a free-call number, enter the PIN 


but awful value to mobiles. 


US, and Canada cost from 19.90kr a minute. 


Photography 


on film include icebergs at Jdkulsarlén; 
Strokkur erupting at Geysir; the rift valley at 


Pingvellir; desert along the Sprengisandur : 
- mation offices (see p.66) have brochures 
: for the whole country, with independent 
: tourist offices in almost every other town, 
: often housed in the bus station. Wherever 
- you are, your accommodation is another 
: good source of local details; for instance, 
families may have lived on particular farms 
for generations, and have very thorough 
- knowledge of the region. 


route; one of Vatnajokull’s glaciers; the West 
Fjord’s flat mountain tops; and Dettifoss, 
Europe’s largest waterfall. As for birds, you 
simply must go home with a snap of a puffin 
(easiest on Heimaey or at Ingdlfshdfdi), while 
Myvatn’s ducks, teeming seabird colonies 
anywhere around the coast (though best 
perhaps at Latrabjarg in the West Fjords), 
and white-tailed eagles (try on Sneefellsnes) 
are all worthy targets. 


Photo shops selling film, digital accesso- : 


ries, camera batteries and facilities for film : 


processing and downloading cards to Australia and New Zealand There are no 


disc are plentiful in Reykjavik and Akureyri 3 Icelandic tourist or airline offices in either 
' : Australia or New Zealand; instead, contact 

elsewhere, if available at all, they are likely to 3 Bentours or Nordic Tours (see “Specialist 

: Operators” on p.32). 

Canada There are no Icelandic tourist or airline 

: Offices in Canada; contact the US office instead. 

> Ireland There are no Icelandic tourist or airline 


: offices in lreland; contact the UK office instead. 


be located in shopping centres. 


Time 
Iceland is on Greenwich Mean Time (GMT) 
throughout the year. GMT is 5 hours ahead 


: Of US Eastern Standard Time and 10 hours 
: behind Australian Eastern Standard Time. 
is), sold at post offices and tourist offices. 

: Shopping 


Supplied with the card, then dial the phone : 


: Icelandic woollen sweaters are a practi- 
number. Note that as the calls are routed : R 


through Europe, even Icelandic numbers : cal memento of your trip, and cost around 


need to be treated as overseas calls, with all : 8000-12,000kr. Their characteristic patterns 


the relevant codes. These cards are good for | derived around a century ago from Green- 


calls to international and domestic landlines, land’s traditional costumes. As almost all 


: are made in cottage industries, consistent 


As for mobile phones, Iceland uses both : patterns, colours, sizes, shapes and fittings 


GSM and NMT networks. GSM covers most : 2’ nonexistent - shop around until you find 


of coastal Iceland, including all communi- : the right one. Woollen hats and mittens are 


ties with over 200 inhabitants. Prepaid GSM : @'SO good buys; as are eiderdown duvets, 


phone cards are available at fuel stations : Stuffed with locally collected duck feathers 


around the country. You'll only need NMT : (very expensive, however). And Iceland's 


coverage if you're spending a lot of time in : wild-caught smoked salmon is probably 


Iceland's Interior; you can rent both types : the best you'll ever eat, firm-textured and 


of mobile from Iceland Telecom, Armuli 27, : ‘obustly scented without being too oily — it 


Reykjavik. Mobile phone calls to Europe, the ‘| Costs much the same as you pay at home 


: for farmed versions. 


3 Tourist Information 


Iceland is staggeringly scenic, as well as : For information before you go, the Icelan- 


being packed with birds and enjoying weird : 
atmospheric effects such as the northern | 
lights (best in winter) and the midnight sun : 
(seen in late June only in the extreme north : 
of the country). Prime landscapes to catch : 
information is also available online -— see 
: below for websites. 


dic Tourist Board maintains several offices 
abroad, as does Icelandair and its agents, 
where you'll be able to pick up brochures 
of the highlights, plus information on tours, 
transport and accommodation. Stacks of 


Once in Iceland, Reykjavik’s tourist infor- 


UK Icelandair, 172 Tottenham Court Road, 3rd Floor, : 
: Comprehensive regional run-down of the country, 
: listing the main sights and recommended services. 
: Iceland Worldwide ®www.iww.is. Some excellent 
: photos but lightweight text on travelling around 
: |celand, plus a monthly newsletter on practically any 
Governmentsites = : topic — such as politics, sport, or travel — to do with 

> Natural Iceland Wwww.nat.is. Web-guide with 
: regional breakdown of the country; includes info on 
tours, transport, activities, sights, and has discount 
: online booking. 
: National Parks ®www.ust.is. Rundown with 
: English text of Iceland's national parks and special 
: reserves, with some useful practical information. 
> Randburg ®www.randburg.is. Excellent 
: information and booking service covering just about 
: anything you could do in Iceland. 
> Reykjavik City ®www.visitreykjavik.is. Net-zine 
> for Reykjavik, with all upcoming attractions, parties, 


ieee nine 2 os : 


: with snippets of history, plus practical information on 
: transport, accommodation and tours. 

: What’s On In Iceland ®www.whatson.is. 

: Reykjavik-centric rundown on current nightlife 

: and events, with heaps of practical links for 
accommodation, car hire, and tours. 


London W1P 9LG ®020/7338 4499 or 7874 1000, 
@ www.goiceland.co.uk, ® www.icelandair.co.uk. 
US Iceland Tourist Board, 655 3rd Ave, 18th Floor, 
New York, NY 10017-5689 ® 212-885-9700, 

W www. icelandtouristboard.com. 


Australian Department of Foreign Affairs 
W www.dfat.gov.au, W www.smartraveller.gov.au. 
British Foreign & Commonwealth Office 

W www.fco.gov.uk. 

Canadian Department of Foreign Affairs 

W www.dfait-maeci.gc.ca. 

irish Department of Foreign Affairs ® www 
foreignaffairs.gov.ie. 

New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

@ www.mft.govt.nz. 

US State Department ® www.travel.state.gov. 


Explore Iceland @www.exploreiceland.is. What's 
on around Iceland, all flight, accommodation and tour 
bookings, plus information on the country. 

Iceland Review Wwww.icelandreview.com. 

Daily round-up of local news stories in English, all 
reported with an Icelandic quirkiness — gives a good 
feel for the country. 


Icelandic Tourist Board ® www.icetourist.is. 


the country and a Yellow Pages-style service directory. 


bands and events. 
Travelnet @ http://travelnet.is. Tourist brochure 
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CHAPTER 1 


ment Exhibition) See how 
the first Icelanders lived in this 
underground museum, whose 
centrepiece is the extensive 
remains of a tenth-century 
Viking hall - still in its original 
location. See p.74 


Culture House Get to grips 
with Iceland’s stirring past 
through this magnificent 

and accessible collection of 
ancient sagas and documents. 
See p.79 


Hallgrimskirkja Ride the lift 
to the top of the tower of this 
Reykjavik landmark for one 
of the most awe-inspiring 
views in the whole country. 
See p.81 


Highlights 


%* Landnamssyningin (Settle- 


* Swimming in Nauthdlsvik 
geothermal lagoon Take a 
dip in the sublime waters of 
the capital’s open-air lagoon 
and laze on its golden sands 
before jumping into the hotpot. 
See p.84 


Friday night in Reykjavik Join 
the locals on their runtur, a 
good-natured pub-crawl, and 
wind your way round some of 
the city’s top bars and clubs. 
See p.90 


Whale watching With handy 
departures from the city 
harbour, this is one of the most 
cost-effective ways of seeing 
whales up close. See p.93 


& Hallgrimskirkja 


Reykjavik 


he world’s most northerly capital, Reykjavik has a sense of space and 

calm that comes as a breath of fresh air to travellers accustomed to the 

bustle of the traffic-clogged streets of Europe’s other major cities, and 

often literally so. Although unrepresentative of the majority of the coun- 
try for its relative urbanization, a visit here is a good place to obtain as true 
a picture as possible of this highly individual, often apparently contradictory 
society, secluded on the very edge of the Arctic. While it’s true, for example, 
that Friday- and Saturday-night Reykjavik has earned the place a reputation 
for hedonistic revelry, with locals carousing for as long as the summer nights 
allow — despite the legendarily high price of alcohol here — the pace of life is in 
fact sedate. The tiny centre, for example, is more of a place for ambling around, 
taking in suburban streets and cornerside cafés set against mountain and ocean 
scenery, rather than somewhere to hurtle around between attractions. Similarly, 
given the city’s capital status, Reykjavik lacks the grand and imposing buildings 
found in the other Nordic capitals, possessing instead apparently ramshackle 
clusters of houses, either clad in garishly painted corrugated iron or daubed 
in pebbledash as protection against the ferocious North Atlantic storms. This 
rather unkempt feel, though, is as much part of the city’s charm as the blustery 
winds that greet you as you exit the airport, or the views across the sea to 
glaciers and the sheer mountains that form the backdrop to the streets. Even 
in the heart of this capital, nature is always in evidence — there can be few 
other cities in the world, for example, where greylag geese regularly overfly the 
busy centre, sending bemused visitors, more accustomed to diminutive pigeons, 
scurrying for cover. 

Today, amid the essentially residential city centre, with its collection of 
homes painted in reds, yellows, blues and greens, it is the Hallgrimskirkja, 
a gargantuan white concrete church towering over the surrounding houses, 
which is the most enduring image of Reykjavik. Below this, the elegant 
shops and stylish bars and restaurants that line the main street and commercial 
thoroughfare of Laugavegur, busy with shoppers seemingly undaunted by 
the inflated prices of goods — import taxes and cuts by middlemen are to 
blame — are a consumer’s heaven, even if window-shopping is all you can 
afford. It’s within this central core of streets that the capital’s most engaging 
museums are also to be found, containing, amongst other things, superb 
collections of the medieval sagas. 

With time to spare, it’s worth venturing outside the city limits into Greater 
Reykjavik, for a taste of the Icelandic provinces — suburban style. Although 
predominantly an area of dormitory overspill for the capital, the town of 
Hafnarfjordur is large enough to be independent of Reykjavik and has a 
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couple of museums and a busy harbour, though it’s for its Viking feasts 
that the town is perhaps best known. Alternatively, the flat and treeless island 
of Videy, barely ten minutes offshore of Reykjavik, is the place to come 
for magnificent views of the city and of the surrounding mountains — there 
are also some enjoyable walking trails here, which lead around the island in 
an hour or so. 

The city also makes a good base for excursions around Reykjavik, including 
to three of Iceland’s most popular attractions: the site of the old parliament, 
Albingi, at Pingvellir (see p.116), the waterspouts and waterfalls of Geysir and 
Gullfoss (see p.119), and Skalholt (see p.119) cathedral — all within simple 
reach by public transport — or, more expensively, on day-long guided tours 
from the city. Also worthwhile is the Reykjanes peninsula (see p.107), a bleak 
lavafield that’s as good an introduction as any to the stark scenery you'll find 
further into Iceland, and home to the mineral-rich waters of the Blue Lagoon 
(see p.107) — the most visited attraction in the country. 

If you’re only in the city for a short break, or flying on to either the US or 
Europe, Reykjavik is also the place to fix up adventure activities such as snow- 
mobile tours or jeep safaris on nearby glaciers or whitewater rafting on 
the Hvita river in the north (see box, p.236). 


Some history 

As recounted in the ancient manuscripts Islendingabok and Landnamabok, 
Reykjavik’s origins date back to the country’s first settler, Ingélfur Arnar- 
son, who arrived in 874 AD, brought here by his high seat pillars - emblems 
of tribal chieftainship, tossed overboard from his boat — and settling, in pagan 
tradition, wherever they washed up. He named the place “smoky bay” (reykja 
meaning “of smoke”, vik meaning “bay”, cognate with English wick), mistak- 
enly thinking that the distant plumes of steam issuing from boiling spring 


SSO3S Wy . 


water were smoke caused by fire. It was a poor place to settle, however, as the 
soil was too infertile to support successful farming, and Reykjavik remained 
barely inhabited until an early seventeenth-century sea-fishing boom brought 
Danish traders here, after which a small shanty town to house their Icelandic 
labour force sprang into existence. Later, in the middle of the eighteenth 
century, Skali Magnusson, the official in charge of Reykjavik’s administrative 
affairs (landfogeti), a man today regarded as the city’s founder, used Reykjavik 
as a base to establish Icelandic-controlled industries, opening several mills 
and tanneries, and importing foreign craftspeople to pass on their skills. A 
municipal charter was granted in 1786, when the population totalled a mere 
167 — setting the course for Reykjavik’s acceptance as Iceland’s capital. At 
the end of the eighteenth century, the city replaced Skalholt as the national 
seat of religion and gained the Lutheran Cathedral, Domkirkjan; eighty years 
later, with the opening of the new Albingi building, it became the base of 
the national parliament. 

Since independence in 1944, expansion has been almost continuous. As a 
fishing harbour, a port for the produce of the fertile farms of the southwest and 
a centre for a variety of small industries, Reykjavik provides employment for 
over half the country’s population. The city has also pioneered the use of geo- 
thermal energy to provide low-cost heating — which is why you have to wait 
for the cold water instead of the hot when taking a shower, and why tap water 
always has a whiff of sulphur. 

Over the past decade or so there’s been a substantial boom, too, in tour- 
ism. The ever-increasing visitor numbers to Reykjavik are largely due to the 
greater availability of low-cost air tickets to Iceland (thanks to the advent of 
a homegrown budget airline), and although the city’s infrastructure is strug- 
gling to keep up with this rapid pace of expansion there are few inhabitants 
who disapprove, aware that contact with the outside world is what Reykjavik 
depends and thrives on. 


Arrival and information 


Reykjavik is served by two airports: Keflavik (information on ©425 0680), 
52km west of Reykjavik at the tip of the Reykjanes peninsula, where most 
international flights arrive and depart; and Reykjavik city airport (©570 3030), 
built by the British when they occupied Iceland during World War II and 
adjacent to Hotel Loftleidir on the edge of the city centre, served by all domestic 
flights as well as international services from Greenland and the Faroe Islands, 
and essentially little more than a glorified bus station. Keflavik, however, is a 
much larger affair with two currency-exchange offices, both offering the same 
rates — one on either side of passport control — plus there’s an ATM in the 
arrivals hall after customs. Brace yourself as you leave the terminal building for 
howling wind and accompanying horizontal rain. 

Taxi fares from Keflavik airport into Reykjavik cost you around 5000kr, 
which is worth considering if you’re with friends. Alternatively, take one of 
the Flybus coaches (©562 1011, Wwww.flybus.is), which leave from imme- 
diately outside the terminal; departure times, which coincide with arrivals, are 
displayed on monitors by the baggage reclaim. Tickets for the coach, which can 
be bought from the Flybus desk in the arrivals hall or on the coach, cost 1100kr 
one way (1900kr return) and are also payable by credit card and in major foreign 
currencies, including UK sterling and US dollars. The journey lasts around 45 
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minutes and terminates at the BSI bus station, Vatnsmyrarvegur 10, around 
1.5km from the city centre; from there a shuttle bus (same ticket) takes you to 
all other major hotels in the city, as well as several guesthouses, the youth hostel 
and the campsite (see p.71). It’s also possible to take taxis into the centre (around 
900kr), while buses #1, #3, #4, #5 and #6 (250kr; exact fare only) go directly 


into town via Lekyargata. Failing that, it’s around a thirty-minute walk but bear 


ACCOMMODATION 
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Cabin 

Fléki Inn 
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Fosshotel Lind 
Grand Hotel Reykjavik 
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in mind that bad weather can make this impractical, particularly if laden with 
heavy luggage. — 

Inside the BSI bus station, which is also the terminus for long-distance 
buses, there’s a ticket office, a fairly decent café, an ATM, postbox and 
public telephone here. All bus timetables are published on the net at 
W www.bsi.is. 
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The Reykjavik Tourist Card 


The Reykjavik Tourist Card gives you unlimited transport on buses within Greater 
Reykjavik, access to the main museums and galleries, admission to all swimming 
pools in the capital, and free Internet access at the tourist office. Available at the 
tourist office in Adalstreeti (See below), the youth hostel and campsite (See p.71), the 
BSI bus terminal (see p.64) as well as at the Laugardalur swimming pool, it costs 
1200kr for 24-hours’ validity, 1700kr for 48 hours, and 2200kr for 72 hours. 


Information 


The city’s busy official tourist information office, at Adalstreti 2, lies close 
to the Parliament in the heart of the old town (June—Aug daily 8.30am—7pm; 
Sept-May Mon-Fri 9am—5pm, Sat & Sun 10am—2pm; ®590 1500, Wwww 
.visitreykjavik.is, ® www.icetourist.is): it’s the best source of up-to-date infor- 
mation on both Reykjavik and the rest of the country, providing untold 
amounts of brochures and maps, including the useful What’s On and an Iceland 
map. If you’re travelling independently, you can check your itinerary here 
with the staff before setting off for the remoter regions; there’s also Internet 
access (500kr per hour) in the same complex (same times). Alternatively, the 
Iceland Visitor Travel Center, at Lekjargata 2 (June—Aug daily 9am—10pm, 
Sept-May Mon-Sat 10am—6pm; ©511 2442, Wwww.icelandvisitor.com) is an 
unofficial tourist office run by students: it’s not only much friendlier than the 
official tourist office, but its younger staff also have up-to-the-minute informa- 
tion on the ever-changing Reykjavik bar and restaurant scene. The office can 
also book excursion tours for destinations across the country, and there’s also 
Internet access for 250kr per hour. 


City transport 


Reykjavik is easy to get around. The heart of the city is the low-lying quarter 
between the harbour and the lake, busy with shoppers by day and with young 
revellers by night. Most of the sights are within walking distance of here. 

Orange city buses known as Streté (©540 2700, Wwww.bus.is) depart 
from the two main bus stops at Lekjartorg (see p.73) and Hlemmur, at the 
eastern end of Laugavegur (information office Mon—Fri 8am—8pm, Sat & 
Sun noon—8pm; © 540 2701). Services run from 7am to midnight Monday to 
Saturday, and from 10am to midnight on Sundays: frequencies are roughly every 
10-20 minutes throughout the day and every 30 minutes in the evenings and 
at weekends. Night buses run on Friday and Saturday nights only on the core 
routes #S1-6, from midnight to roughly 2am. There’s a flat, single-trip fare of 
250kr that must be paid for with exact change; when boarding, simply throw 
the money into the box by the driver. Tickets are only issued if you’re changing 
buses, in which case ask for a skiftimidi, valid for 30-45 minutes, as you pay. 

Other ticket options include a strip of ten tickets, called a _farmidaspjald, 
for 2000kr, or a series of cards providing unlimited bus travel in the Greater 
Reykjavik area, which covers the surrounding satellite towns, including Hafnar- 
fj6rudur and Akranefor; the Gula kortid (Yellow card; 3000kr) is valid for two 
weeks; the Grena kortid (Green card; 5000kr) is valid for one month; and 
the Rauda kortid (Red card; 11,500kr) for three months. All these tickets are 
available at the terminals’ ticket offices (see above). 


A Reykjavik city bus 


Two useful routes are #15, which runs from Hlemmur via Snorrabraut and 
the BSI bus terminal to the city airport; and #16, from Hlemmur via Snorra- 
braut to Hotel Loftleidir. If you want to see the city cheaply, bus #15 is excellent 
— as well as running to the city airport, it also operates in the opposite direction 
from Hlemmur east via Laugavegur and Sudurlandsbraut passing close to the 
swimming pool, youth hostel and campsite in Laugardalur. 


Taxis, parking and cycling 


Travelling by taxi is not as expensive as you might think — 800—900kr should be 
enough to take you across the city centre. The main ranks are centrally located 
on Lekjargata, between the junctions with Bankastreti and Amtmannsstigur, as 
well as opposite Hallgrimskirkja church on Eiriksgata and Hlemmut. It’s also 
possible to call one of the main operators for a taxi: Hreyfill (®588 5522) are 
best, or try Borgarbill (552 2440) or BSR (561 0000). Remember that 
Icelandic taxi drivers aren’t usually tipped. 

Parking in Reykjavik is a relatively straightforward business and certainly 
not the nightmare you might expect in a capital city. Most residential streets, 
although often full with residents’ cars, are unmetered, whereas in the city 
centre parking meters are in use. Multistorey car parks are dotted around 
the city centre, most conveniently at SkolavGrrdustigur. Once again they’re all 
marked on the tourist office’s Reykjavik map. Although the city’s traffic is 
generally free-flowing, even at rush hours, it can be busy on Friday and Saturday 
nights, when it’s wise to avoid Laugavegur, which mutates into a long snaking 
line of slow-moving cars. 

Bike rental is centrally available from Borgarhjol, at Hverfisgata 50 (551 
5653), or at the youth hostel (see p.71) or the campsite in Laugardalur (see 
p.85); all charge around 1500kr per half-day. For more on cycling around 
the city, see p.86. 
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Accommodation 


Reykjavik’s accommodation has been unable to keep up with the escala- 
ting tourist influx encouraged by the increased frequency of flights between 
Iceland and European cities, which means that it’s always a good idea to book 
in advance, especially in July and August. Prices rise by around third between 
May and September; those given here are for the cheapest double room during 
the summer months. If you can’t find anywhere to stay in the city centre, there 
are alternatives in the suburb of Hafnarfjordur. 


Hotels 


Without exception, hotels in the city are heavy on the pocket. Standards are 
uniformly high and a buffet breakfast is always included in the price, but the 
average rate for a double with bath is 15-18,000kr, and even a single with private 
facilities will be around 10-12,000kr. If, however, you fancy splashing out for a 


night or two of luxury, the following are the city’s best-value options. 


City centre 


These are all marked on the Reykjavik City Centre 
map on p.72 

Borg Posthusstreti 11 ®551 1440, @www 
.hotelborg.is. The city’s very first hotel, opened in 
the 1930s and ever since the unofficial home of 
visiting heads of state. Now owned by Akureyri’s 
KEA group, a recent refurbishment has only added 
to the atmosphere; each room is individually deco- 
rated in Art Deco style with period furniture — and 
prices to match.© 

y Fron Klapparstigur 35a © 511 4666, 

Ww www. hotelfron.is. If you’re self-catering, 
this hotel right in the city centre should be your 
first choice. Offering nine stylish, modern studios 
and six two-room apartments, each with bath, 
kitchenette and TV, this place offers exceptional 
value for money. Breakfast is an extra 800kr. 
Studios © , two-room apartments @ 

Holt Bergstadastreti 37 © 552 5700, 

@ www.holt.is. Part of the French Relais & 
Chateaux group of hotels and consequently one of 
the most expensive hotels in Iceland. Over three 
hundred paintings by Icelandic artists adorn the 
rooms and public areas of this luxury, centrally 
located place where rooms are of the Persian- 
carpet, dark-wood-panelling, red-leather-armchair 
and chocolate-on-the-pillow variety. Breakfast 
costs a whopping 1500kr extra. 

st Klopp Klapparstigur 26 ®511 6062, 

Ww www.centerhotels.is. Despite its bizarre 
name, one of central Reykjavik’s better hotels and 
a sound choice, modern throughout with tasteful 
natural black slate floors, oak furniture and wall 
panelling in all rooms. Unlike many places, the 
thick curtains here are effective at cutting out 


daylight at midnight. The breakfast room, though, is 
a little cramped.@ 
y Leifur Eiriksson Skdlavérdustigur 45 

® 562 0800, ® www.hotelleifur.is. Perfect 
location overlooking Hallgrimskirkja, right in 
the heart of the city. A small and friendly neatly 
furnished place; the top-floor rooms, built into 
the sloping roof, are particularly worthwhile for 
their excellent views. Good value for the location. 
Doubles with shower @ 


- Gdinsvé Pérsgata 1 ©511 6200, ®www 


.hotelodinsve.is. Great place that’s stylish, relaxed 
and within an easy trot of virtually everything. 
Rooms here have wooden floors, Scandinavian- 
style minimalist furniture and a homely 
atmosphere. Doubles with shower® 


Plaza Adalstrasti 4 ®590 1400, ® www.plaza 


is. lf you want to stay in the centre of town, this 
friendly hotel is an excellent choice. The style is 
Nordic minimalism meets old-fashioned charm, 
with the heavy wooden floors, plain white walls 
and immaculately tiled bathrooms complementing 
the high-beamed ceilings in this recently renovated 
old building a stone’s throw from Austurstreeti. 
Avoid the noisier rooms at the front which overlook 
the taxi rank. @ 


i Radisson SAS 1919 Posthusstreti 2 599 


1000, W www.1919.reykjavik.radissonsas.com. 
Housed in the elegant former headquarters of 

the Eimskip shipping line, this Art Deco hotel in 
the centre of the city is an excellent choice. All 
rooms combine old-fashioned charm with modern 
chic including flatscreen TVs and free broadband. 
For that special occasion, the penthouse suites 
with elevated sleeping sections and a separate 


dining area are arguably the best Reykjavik has 
to offer. O 

Reykjavik Centrum Adalstreti 16 © 514 6000, 
@ www.hotelcentrum.is. A curious mix of stylish 
yet homely, this newly-opened hotel, just a stone’s 
throw from the action of Laugavegur, caters to 
wealthy tour groups. If your budget allows, go 

for a deluxe room with a queen-size bed and 


Out of the centre 


These are all marked on the Reykjavik map on p.64 : 


Cabin Borgartun 32 © 511 6030, @www 
.hotelcabin.is. Modern hotel with fantastic views 
from the front rooms of the sea and Mount Esja. 
Bright colours are the key here, with lots of reds, 
yellows and blues making the décor quite lurid. 
Unusually, several rooms look onto the central 
corridor rather than the great outdoors — handy 

if you find it hard to sleep in the bright midnight 
sun. These cost a little less than normal doubles. 
Doubles with shower @ 

Fosshotel Baron Baronsstigur 2-4 © 562 3204, 
W www. fosshotel.is. En-suite doubles, plus apart- 
ments (all with wooden floors, microwaves and 
showers), most of which have sea views. The 
apartments can vary greatly in size, so look before 
you choose. Two-bed apartment 21,400kr May— 
Oct, just over half that out of season.@ 
Fosshotel Lind Raudararstigur 18 © 562 3350, 
 www.fosshotel.is. Bright, modern, functional 
hotel about a 20min walk from the centre. Rooms 
are plain and rather too expensive for the elevated 
price. Doubles with shower. @ 

Grand Hotel Reykjavik Sigtun 38 ®514 8000, 
W www.grand.is. A good choice for its stylish 
rooms of marble floors, chrome fittings and wood 
panels, though for the money you may wish to be 
closer to the centre — it’s a good 25min walk from 
here. Also has a romantic restaurant with an open 
fire in the centre of the dining area. Doubles with 
shower © 

Loftleidir Reykjavik city airport © 444 4000, 

W www. icehotels.is. lcelandair-owned hotel 
stuffed with stopover travellers, though frankly 
not remotely worth the high prices. The newly 
refurbished rooms now have wooden floors though 


are still a little on the small side -— the atmosphere, 


though, is dull and business oriented. The only 

hotel in Reykjavik to have an indoor swimming 

pool, it also has separate-sex saunas. A longish 
walk into the city centre, however — reckon on 

about half an hour. Doubles with shower @ 


only hotel on Reykjavik’s main shopping street, and 


' with bath® 


the largest hotel in Iceland, with around 300 rooms, 


| to at least get a room at the front, with views over 
: the sea to Mount Esja. The walk into town from 


unusually pleasing floral wallpaper. Book online for 


: a ten percent discount. 
: Skjaldbreid Laugavegur 16 ©511 6060, 


W www.centerhotels.is. Plain rooms with floral and 
net curtains and dull grey carpets, but this is the 


is therefore unbeatable for its location. Doubles 


Nordica Sudurlandsbraut 2 ® 444 5000, ® www 
icehotels.is. Another Icelandair moneyspinner and 


all decked out in Nordic minimalist style: glass, 
chrome and natural wood everywhere you look. 
Sadly, though, it still conspires to be overly big, 
impersonal and unjustifiably expensive. Make sure 
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here is a good 30min. Breakfast is an extra 1500kr. 
Doubles with shower @ 


- Park Inn island Armuli 9 ©525 9900, 


W www.parkinn.is. Although a little too far from 


: the centre to be your first choice (about 2.5km), 
the stylish, light and airy Scandinavian-designed 


rooms here, with lots of wood panels and glass 
and chrome, are a little cheaper than downtown 


rivals. @ 


| Radisson SAS Saga Hagatorg ® 525 9900, 


@ www.radissonsas.com. Swanky, large business 
hotel, usually packed with conference delegates 
dashing up to admire the view from the top-floor 
restaurant. The rooms, although cosmopolitan 

in feel and design, with bureaux and comfort- 
able armchairs, are nothing special for the price. 
Doubles with shower ® 

Reykjavik Raudararstigur 37 ®514 7000, 

W@ www.hotelreykjavik.is. Functional and 
uninspiring hotel, roughly twenty minutes’ walk 


from the centre. Rooms are plain and simple but 


clean and presentable, though you might find some 
disturbingly pink furniture in them. Doubles with 
shower @ 


Vik Sidumuli 19 M588 5588, & www. hotelvik 


is. One of the capital’s cheapest hotel options, the 
simple but pleasant rooms in this hotel are popular 
with German tour groups. It’s oddly located in a 
business district, 30 minutes’ walk from the centre 
but is perfect for good-value, upmarket self- 
catering, since half the rooms have a kitchen and 
cost just 500kr more than an ordinary double. 
Doubles with shower @ 
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Guesthouses and apartments 


Always cheaper than hotels, but still by no means a bargain at 6000—12,000kr 
for a double, guesthouses usually provide kitchens — though breakfast is some- 
times included in the price — but rooms are always on the simple side, with 
little to distinguish between them. Other than those we recommend, a central 
location is as good a reason as any to choose one over another, though bear in 
mind that many are fully booked weeks in advance throughout July and August. 
If the recommended places listed here are full, look out for signs in windows 
advertising rooms or ask at the tourist office for their lengthy official list. 


City centre 


These are all marked on the Reykjavik City Centre 
map on p.72 
kh Adam Skolavordéustigur 42 © 896 0242, 
W adam.is. The recently renovated rooms 
here, all simple but adequate, have a fridge and 
a basic kitchenette. The reception is not always 
staffed so be prepared to ring ahead if you arrive 
without a reservation. There’s a grocery store 
downstairs for last minute provisions. @-@ 
Baldursbra Laufasvegur 41 © 552 6646, Whttp 
?//notendur.centrum.is/~heijfis. Friendly, modern 
guesthouse with a fantastic location, right in the city 
centre and overlooking Tjornin, though with rather 
narrow beds and unfortunate floral curtains. @ 
he [safold Barugata 11 ®561 2294, ® www 
.fandburg.com/is/isafold. An excellent 
choice in a quiet suburban street in the western 
part of town. The tastefully appointed rooms all 
have shared bath and are decorated with paintings 
and stylish furniture. @ 
Luna Spitalastigur 1 ®511 2800, Mwww.luna.is. 
Good gay-friendly guesthouse in the heart of the 
city, offering tastefully decorated en-suite apart- 
ments, studios (just 11,900kr) and a three-room 
penthouse. @-O 


Out of the centre 


These are all marked on the Reykjavik map on p.64 
Anna Smaragata 16 ® 562 1618 or 897 8455, 

© anna.s@mmedia.is. Run by the animated and 
friendly Anna, who lived in the States for 25 years 
and speaks excellent English. Good value and very 
handy for the long-distance bus station, it’s defi- 
nitely one of Reykjavik’s better guesthouses with 
both en-suite rooms and ones sharing facilities. 5 ] 
Floki Inn Fldkagata 1 ®552 1155, M@www.inns 
.is. A pebble-dashed modern block with uninspiring 
rooms stuffed with furniture and cheesy fittings; 
however, it is close to the centre and is useful if 
elsewhere is full. Dorm sleeping-bag accommoda- 
tion 2300kr or 3200kr in a double room. Breakfast 
is included. @ 


ys Room with a View Laugavegur 18 

® 552 7262 or 896 2559, W www 

> .roomwithaview.is. Another recommended gay- 
friendly and operated venture, with sixth-floor flats 
> on the main shopping street that are excellently 

> appointed and have incredible panoramic views 

: from the shared balcony. Kitchen, shower and 

- steambath available. @-@ 

: Salvation Army Guesthouse Kirkjustreeti 2 

: ©561 3203, @www.guesthouse.is. The cheapest 
: guesthouse in Reykjavik, often fully booked, despite 
: the narrow rooms with clanking pipes, paper-thin 

: walls and lack of private bath. Although there 

: can be some slightly eccentric local characters 

: in residence, it’s a good sensible choice if you’re 

> ona tight budget, and it’s dead central. Breakfast 

: js included. Sleeping-bag accommodation from 

~ 2500kr. @ 

: Travel-Inn Soleyjargata 31 © 561 3553, @ www 

: ,dalfoss.is. One of Reykjavik’s top guesthouses in 

: a tastefully renovated old house with good-sized, 

- comfortable rooms overlooking the southern end of 
: Tjornin and handy for the long-distance bus station 
- on Vatnsmyrarvegur. The rooms with shared bath 

: are good value. @ 


: Guesthouse 101 Laugavegur 101 © 562 

- 6101, @travelnet.is/101. Reasonably priced 

- but soulless place at the eastern end of the 

> main shopping street with cheap furniture and 


: cell-like rooms. Worth a look if everything else 


: is full. @ 


Kriunes Lake Ellidbaarvatn ® 567 2245 
or 897 0749, W www.kriunes.is. A 15min 


: drive southeast of the city, this is a truly fantastic 
: lakeside choice, a former farmhouse surrounded 
: by high trees and with views of the lake, kitted out 
: with South American-style fittings and furnishings, 


: including brightly coloured rugs. Self-catering 


facilities available. @ 


B&Bs 


Some homeowners rent out one or two rooms for B&B in summer, often 
giving an excellent insight into Icelandic family life: rates are slightly lower 
than at guesthouses. Recommended owners include Holmfridur Gudmunds- 
dottir, on the fourth floor at Skdlavordustigur 16 (562 5482, ©holmfridur 
@holmfridur.is; @), right in the heart of the city; Eirikur Raudi, Eiriksgata 6 
(D552 1940, Weric.is;@), behind Hallgrimskirkja church; Svanfridur Ingvars- 
déttir, Urdarstekkur 12 (557 4095, @svanfridur@simnet.is; @ with 
shared facilities only), close to the Elidaar river southeast of the centre; and 
Monika Bloéndal, Aflagrandi 20 (©552 3644, © monikab@simnet.is; ®); reser- 
vations necessary), in the west of the city,a 25-minute walk from the centre but 
exceptionally good value. If the recommended B&Bs or guesthouses listed 
here are full, look out for signs in windows advertising rooms or ask at the 
tourist office for their lengthy official list. 


The city campsite and the youth hostel 


The cheapest place to stay in Reykjavik is the busy city campsite (mid-May to 
mid-Sept; ®568 6944; 800kr per person), at Sundlaugavegur 34. Cooking and 
shower facilities are available on site. Next door, also at Sundlaugavegur 34, is 
the excellent youth hostel (©553 8110, Wwww.hostel.is; 2050kr per person, 
bed linen 600kr extra), next to Reykjavik’s largest swimming pool. As with 
other forms of accommodation in the capital, the hostel’s 170 beds quickly fill 
in summer and advance booking is recommended; reservations are generally 
held until 6pm unless otherwise requested. The small modern dorms sleep 
between two and six people each, some also have private facilities (500kr per 
person per double room). There’s also Internet access, a laundry and kitchen 
here, while buying breakfast here will set you back 800kr. Bus #12 runs here 
from the central Lakjartorg and Hlemmur terminals every twenty minutes; the 
Flybus minibus shuttle to and from Keflavik airport (see p.63) also stops here. 
Allow forty minutes to walk into town. 


The City 


Although small for a capital (the population is barely 115,000), compared 
with Iceland’s other built-up areas, Reykjavik is a throbbing urban metropolis; 
the Greater Reykjavik area is home to two out of every three Icelanders. 
If you’re planning to visit some of the country’s more remote and isolated 
regions, you should make the most of the atmosphere generated by this 
bustling port, with its buzzing nightlife and highbrow museums. The collec- 
tions in the centrally located National Museum, Culture House and Saga 
Museum, for example, offer a fine introduction to Iceland’s stirring past, 
while you'll find the outstanding work of sculptors Asmundur Sveinsson 
and Einar Jonsson outdoors in the streets and parks, as well as in two perma- 
nent exhibitions — indeed, contemporary art has a high profile in a whole host 
of art shops and galleries. And yet even with all of this around you, you can 
never forget that you’re bang in the middle of the North Atlantic, with your 
nearest neighbours being Greenland and the North Pole — a remoteness that 
is at the core of Reykjavik’s appeal. 

The city centre is split roughly into two halves by the brilliant waters of the large, 
naturally occurring lake Tjérnin. To the north and west of this lie, respectively, 


Aug our | MJAVENAaH 


WW 


ad 
mi 
= 
a 
a 
P= 
4 
A 
4 
= 
@ 
© 
=> 
< 


72 


ACCOMMODATION 


Adam 
Baldursbra 
Borg 

Fron 

Holt 

Isafold 

Klépp 

Leifur Eiriksson 


za 
Radisson SAS 1919 
Reykjavik Centrum 
Room with a view 
Salvation Army 
Skjaldbreid 
Travel-iInn 
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CAFES & RESTAURANTS 


A Nestu Grésum 
Apotek 
Brennslan 
Café Paris 
Café Victor 
Einar Ben 
Eldsmidjan 
Enrico’s 

Grai K6tturinn 
Greenn Kostur 
Hornid 

Italia 

Jomfrdin 
Kaffibarinn 
Kaffi Reykjavik 
Kaffi Solon 
Kaffitar 
Kebabhasid 
Krua Thai 
Leekjarbrekka 


“ Harbour : 
Hafnarshisid 
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Mokka 
Prikid 
Rosso Pomodoro 
Segreifinn 
Shalimar 
Skélabré 
Tveir Fiskar 
Thorvaldsen 
Vegamot 
Vid Tjdrnina 
Prir Frakkar 


Asgrimur Jonsson 
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Einar Jonsson 
Sculpture 
Museum 


allery 
Cc 
BP 


BARS & CLUBS 


Dubliner 
Gaukur a Sténg 
Grand Rokk 
Hverfisbarinn 
Nasa 

Oliver 

Pravda 
Samtokin 
Sirkus 


the busy fishing harbour, full of modern hi-tech trawlers and Iceland’s whal- 
ing fleet, and Vesturber, the city’s oldest district, dating back in parts to the 
Settlement, now largely given over to administration, eating, drinking and 
entertainment. It’s also one of the city’s most likeable and picturesque quarters, 
comprising a spread of well-to-do residential streets, at odds with the concrete 
apartment blocks on the eastern outskirts of the city. Another gaggle of bars and 


restaurants are located on Austurstreti and Hafnarstreti from where Vestur- . 


gata, bordered by picture-postcard houses with multicoloured roofs and facades, 
reaches up the hill that begins at Tj6rnin’s western edge. East of the lake, things 
become altogether more commercial, as the gently sloping main drag, Laugave- 
gur, the city’s main shopping street, packed with glitzy designer boutiques and 
the location for most of the city’s bars, restaurants, shops and cinemas, leads 
towards the bus terminal, Hlemmur, which marks the city’s edge. 


Central Reykjavik 


You’d be hard pushed to find another capital city as diminutive as Reykjavik, 
and a leisurely walk of just an hour or two will take you around almost the 
entirety of the centre. Such smallness accounts for the city’s lack of contrast- 
ing and well-defined areas: for simple convenience, we’ve divided the central 
portion into two sections separated by the lake, Tj6rnin, and the road, Lekjar- 
gata, which runs from the lake and Reykjavik’s main square, Lekjartorg, 
down towards the harbour. Even the few things of note further out from the 
centre can be reached in a few minutes on public transport. 


Leekjartorg and around 

The best place to get your first taste of Reykjavik is the area around Lekjar- 
torg and the adjoining pedestrianized Austurstreti on its western side — a 
general meeting place for Reykjavik’s urbanites, where people stroll, strut and 
sit on benches munching cakes, ice creams and burgers bought from the nearby 
fast-food outlets and the 10-11 supermarket. The square has always been at 
the heart of Reykjavik life, indeed, it was here that farmers bringing their 
produce to market ended their long journey from the surrounding country- 
side and set up camp from where they could carry out their business in town. 
Lekjartorg was once overlooked from its western end by the headquarters of 
the main daily newspaper, Morgunbladid, the implication being that journalists 
needed only to look through their windows to discover what was happen- 
ing in the city — which was usually very little. Today, however, the area can 
be one of the most boisterous in the city. On Friday and Saturday evenings, 
particularly in summer, hundreds of drunken revellers fill the square when the 
clubs empty out at 5 or 6am, jostling for prime position — although the noise 
from the throng can be deafening, the atmosphere is good-hearted and not at 
all intimidating. By day, the area resumes its busy commercial air as people dash 
in and out of the post office or pop in to one of the city’s two main bookshops, 
Eymundsson. Beyond its junction with Posthusstreti, Austurstreeti gives itself 
over solely to pleasure, as this is where some of the city’s best bars and restau- 
rants can be found (see p.87). This is also the location for the vinbud state alcohol 
store (see Listings, p.95) a futuristic glass-and-steel structure at no. 10a, where 
those who want to drink at home have to come and part with vast amounts of 
cash (see Basics, p.42, for more on this). 


Austurv6éllur square and the Alpingishusid 
Posthusstreti, running south from Austurstreti, leads into another small square, 
Austurvé6llur, a favourite place for city slickers from nearby offices to catch a 
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few rays during their lunch breaks, stretched out on the grassy lawns edged with 
flowers. Yet the square’s modest proportions and nondescript apartment blocks 
— where Blur’s Damon Albarn is rumoured to have a flat — belie its historical 
importance. This was the site of Ingolfur Arnarson’s farm; it’s thought he grew 
his hay on the land where the square now stands, and as such it marks the origi- 
nal centre of Reykjavik. Similarly, the square’s central, elevated statue of the 
nineteenth-century independence campaigner Jon Sigurdsson, entitled The 
Pride of Iceland, its Sword and Shield, faces two of the most important buildings 
in the country — the AlPingi and the Domkirkjan — though you'd never realise 
their status from their appearance. 

The Alpingishusid (Parliament House) is ordinary in the extreme, a slight 
building made of grey basalt quarried from nearby Skolav6rduholt hill with the 
date of its completion, 1881, etched into its dark frontage — yet this unremark- 
able structure played a pivotal role in bringing about Icelandic independence. 
In 1798, the parliament moved to Reykjavik from Pingvellir (see p.113), where 
it had been operating virtually without interruption since 930 AD. Within 
just two years, however, it was dissolved as Danish power reached its peak, but 
with great pride and after much struggle, the Albingi regained its powers from 
Copenhagen as a consultative body in 1843, and a constitution was granted 
in 1874, making Iceland self-governing in domestic affairs. The Act of Union, 
passed in this building in 1918, made Iceland a sovereign state under the Danish 
Crown although the act was open for reconsideration at any time after 1940, 
but by then Denmark was occupied by the Nazis and the Alpingi had assumed 
the duties normally carried out by the monarch, declaring its intention to 
dissolve the Act of Union at the end of the war. Today, the modest interior, 
illuminated by chandeliers, more resembles a town council chamber than the 
seat of a national parliament. 

The adjacent Domkirkjan (Mon-Fri 10am—4.30pm; free), Reykjavik’s 
Lutheran cathedral, is a neoclassical stone structure shrouded against the 
weather in corrugated iron, built between 1787 and 1796 after Christian VII of 
Denmark scrapped the Catholic bishoprics of Holar in the north, and Skalholt 
in the south, in favour of a Lutheran diocese in what was fast growing into 
Iceland’s main centre of population. The church may be plain on the outside, 
but venture inside and you'll discover a beautiful interior: perfectly designed 
arched windows punctuate the unadorned white-painted walls at regular inter- 
vals, giving an impression of complete architectural harmony. The cathedral 
is now deemed too small for great gatherings and services of state, and the 
roomier Hallgrimskirkja (see p.81) is preferred for state funerals and other such 
well-attended functions, although the opening of parliament is still marked with 
a service in the Domkirkjan followed by a short procession along Kirkjustrzti 
to the Albingishusid. 


Adéalstrzti, the Landnamssyningin and Hafnarstreti 

From the southwestern corner of Austurvollur, Kirkjustreti runs the short 
distance to Reykjavik’s oldest street, Adalstreti, which follows the route taken 
in the late ninth century by Ingolfur Arnarson from his farm at the southern 
end of the street down to the sea. It’s here, at Adalstrzti 16, that you'll find one 
of Reykjavik’s most remarkable museums, the Landnamssyningin (Settle- 
ment Exhibition; daily 10am-5pm; 600kr; Wwww.reykjavik871.is), whose 
centrepiece is the extensive ruins of a Viking-age farmhouse. Housed in a 
purpose-built hall directly beneath Adalstrati, the structure’s oval-shaped stone 
walls, excavated in 2001, enclose a sizeable living space of 85 square metres with 
a central hearth as the focal point. Dating the farmhouse has been relatively 


straightforward since the layer of volcanic ash which fell across Iceland around 
871 AD, following a powerful eruption, lies just beneath the building; it’s esti- 
mated, therefore, that people lived here between 930 and 1000. As you wander 
around the exhibition, look out for the animal spine, probably that of a horse 
or cow, buried under part of the farmhouse’s western wall as a talisman to ward 
off evil spirits, a common practice during the Viking period. The exhibition’s 
wall space is given over to panoramic views of forest and scrubland to help give 
a realistic impression of what Reykjavik would have looked like at the time of 
the Settlement. Indeed, when the first settlers arrived in the area, the hills were 
covered in birch woods. However, just one hundred years later, the birch had 
all but disappeared, felled to make way for grazing land or burnt for charcoal 
needed for iron-smelting. Well-conceived computer graphics cleverly overlay 
the wallprints and show ghost-like characters going about their daily chores. 

A couple of doors further down Adalstreti, at no.10, is Reykjavik’s oldest 
surviving building, a squat timber structure which dates back to 1752, formerly 
a weaving shed and a bishop’s residence, where once lived Skuli Magnusson 
(see p.63), High Sheriff of Iceland, who encouraged the development of craft 
industries here. On the opposite side of the street, a few steps north towards 
the sea outside the present no.9, is Ingolfur Arnarson’s freshwater well, Ingolfs- 
brunnur, now glassed over for posterity, which was discovered by fluke when 
the city council carried out roadworks here in 1992. Just beyond, at the junction 
with Fischersund, is the tourist information office (see p.66). 

Opposite the tourist office, at the junction of Adalstreti and Hafnarstreti, 
is another of Reykjavik’s beautifully restored timber buildings (covered in 
corrugated iron for protection), Falkahusid, one of three buildings in the 
city where the King of Denmark once kept his much-prized Icelandic falcons 
before having them dispatched by ship to the Court in Copenhagen. There was 
outrage recently when the building was converted into a bistro-bar, the Café 
Viktor (see p.87), inevitably subjecting the ancient timbers to the wear and tear 
of hundreds of stomping feet. Despite this, its turret-like side walls and sheer 
size still impress, especially when you consider the huge amount of timber that 
was imported for the job, as Iceland had no trees of its own. Cast an eye to the 
roof and you'll spot two carved wooden falcons still keeping guard over the 
building, either side of a garish modern representation of a Viking longboat. 

Many of the buildings on the south side of Hafnarstreti were formerly 
owned by Danish merchants during the Trade Monopoly of 1602-1855 (for 
more on this, see p.351), and indeed, this street, as its name suggests (hafnar 
means “harbour”), once bordered the sea and gave access to the harbour, the 
city’s economic lifeline and means of contact with the outside world. Today, 
though, the street 1s several blocks from the ocean after landfill extended the 
city foreshore. Instead, it is home to some excellent bars and restaurants, and, 
together with Austurstrzeti to the south and Tryggvagata to the north, makes up 
a rectangular block of eateries and drinking-holes, well worthy of exploration 
(see “Eating and drinking”, p.87). 


Tryggvagata and the harbour 

Tryggvagata, one block north of the bustle of Hafnarstreti, is remarkable 
for two things other than the number of consonants in its name: the imposing 
multi-coloured mosaic mural close to its junction with Posthusstreti, portray- 
ing a busy harbour scene complete with fishing trawlers and cranes, which 
livens up the otherwise frightfully dull Tollhusid (Customs House); and the 
Hafnarhusid (Harbour House), part of the Reykjavik Art Museum (daily 
10am—5pm; 500kr; W www.listasafnreykjavikur.is), at Iryggvagata 17. This large, 
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austere building was constructed in the 1930s as warehouse storage and office 
space for the Port of Reykjavik but has now been converted into six spacious 
exhibition halls connected by a corridor running over a central courtyard. 
Although there’s certainly plenty of space here, the layout 1s less than obvious 
since the confusing array of corridors, which once linked the former ware- 
house’s storage areas, twists and turns around the museum’s supporting concrete 
and steel pillars, leaving the visitor quite lost at times (there are no guides 
available). Although the museum plays host to frequently changing displays of 
contemporary Icelandic and international art, the only permanent exhibition is 
that dedicated to the multicoloured cartoon-like work of Icelandic artist Erro. 
His vibrant collages, depicting everything from Viking warriors to space-age 
superheros all seemingly caught up in the same explosive battle, are certainly 
striking, if somewhat eye-blinding and not to everyone’s taste. Born Gudmun- 
dur Guémundsson in Olafsvik on the Snzfellsnes peninsula in 1932, Err grew 
up in Kirkjubzjarklaustur before moving abroad to study at the art academies 
of Oslo, Florence and Ravenna and finally settling in Paris where he still lives 
today. In 1982 Erro (even the museum staff are at a loss as to why he chose this 
name, although he was forced to change from Ferré to Erro in 1967 after being 
sued) donated about two thousand of his works, including oil paintings, prints 
and sculptures, to the City of Reykjavik which chose to dedicate this exhibition 
to him. There’s also a café, where it’s worth taking time out to enjoy the view of 
the harbour and Mount Esja through the floor-to-ceiling windows. 

From the museum, a two-minute walk down Grofin leads to Geirsgata, the 
busy main road that runs along the southern side of the harbour, which has 
been built around reclaimed land — the beach where vessels once landed their 
foreign goods is now inland from here. Street names around here, such as Agis- 
gata (Ocean Street) and Oldugata (Wave Street), reflect the importance of the 
sea to the city, and a stroll along the dockside demonstrates Iceland’s depend- 
ence on the Atlantic, with fishing trawlers being checked over and prepared for 
their next battle against the waves, and plastic crates of ice-packed cod awaiting 
transportation to village stores around the country. Above all, you’ll see the 
black whaling vessels, each with a red “H” painted on its funnel (hvalur is 
Icelandic for “whale’’). Paradoxically, the harbour is also the departure point for 
whale-watching tours; for more information, see p.93. 


TjOrnin and around 

From the harbour, Posthusstrzeti leads south over the pleasure meccas of Tryggva- 
gata, Hafnarstreti and Austurstreeti to Vonarstreti and Tj6rnin, invariably translated 
into English as “the lake” or “the pond’. Tjorn and its genitive form of tjarnar are 
actually old Viking words, still used in northern English dialects as “tarn” to denote 
a mountain lake. Originally formed by a lagoon inside the reef that once occupied 
the spot where Hafnarstreti now runs, this sizeable body of water, roughly a couple 
of square kilometres in size, is populated by 40—50 varieties of birds — including 
the notorious arctic tern, known for its dive-bombing attacks on passers-by, and 
found at the lake’s quieter southern end — whose precise numbers are charted on 
notice boards stationed at several points along the bank. A walking path leads all 
around the lake and can make a pleasant hour’s stroll, though be careful not to slip 
on the large amounts of duck droppings at the lake edge. 

Occupying prime position on the northern edge of Tjornin is Radhusid 
(Reykjavik City Hall; Mon—Fri 8am—7pm, Sat & Sun noon—6pm; free). Opened 
in 1992, it’s a showpiece of Nordic design, a modernistic rectangular structure 
of steel, glass and chrome that actually sits on the lake itself. Inside, in addition 
to the city’s administration offices, is a small café and a fabulous self-standing 


topographical model of Iceland, to be found in one of the small exhibi- 
tion areas. It gives an excellent idea of the unforgiving geography of Iceland 
— marvel at the sheer size of the Vatnaj6kull glacier in the southeast (as big as 
the English county of Yorkshire) and the table mountains of the West Fjords and 
gain instant respect for the people who live amid such landscapes. 

One of the best views of Reykjavik can be had from Sudurgata, a street 
running parallel to the western shore of Tj6rnin and reached from the city 
hall by walking west along Vonarstreti, crossing Tjarnargata. However, before 
continuing up to Sudurgata have a quick look at Radherrabustaéurinn 
(Minister’s Residence) at Tjarnargata 32, an impressive wooden structure first 
built at Sélbakki in Onundarfjéréur in the West Fjords and formerly owned by 
a rich Norwegian businessman who’s said to have either given it or sold it to 
Iceland’s firsts Home Rule minister, Hannes Hafstein, in 1904 for the princely 
sum of 1kr; today it is used by the Icelandic government for official receptions. 
One block to the west, Sudurgata is lined with tidy little dwellings, but from 
it you can see across the lake to the suburban houses of the city centre, whose 
corrugated iron roofs, ranging in colour from a pallid two-tone green to bright 
blues and reds, have been carefully maintained by their owners — the familiar 
picture-postcard view of Reykjavik. 


Pjé6dminjasafn: National Museum 

At the junction of Sudurgata and the newly opened section of the Hringbraut, 
the closest thing Iceland has to a motorway, is the entrance to the bj6dminjasafn 
Islands (National Museum; May to mid-Sept daily 10am—5pm; mid-Sept to April 
Tues-Sun 11am-5pm; 600kr; @ www.natmus.is), offering a comprehensive histori- 
cal overview of the country’s past from the days of the Settlement right up to the 
birth of the Republic in 1944 and beyond. Following six years of renovation work, 
the new exhibition is a thoughtful and informative historical account worthy of a 
national capital. The first floor, devoted to the period from 800-1600, is by far the 
most engaging part of the museum, particularly the section devoted to the early 
Viking period and the use of DNA testing. Recent genetic research has shown 
that around 80 percent of today’s Icelandic men are of Nordic origin whereas 62 
percent of women originated from the British Isles; the conclusion, therefore, is 
that the first settlers sailed from Scandinavia to Iceland via the British Isles where 
they took wives. Informative displays show how DNA testing of the pulp cavity 
of the teeth of these first settlers is now being carried out in an attempt to add 
scientific credence to the recent genetic research results. 

Other prime exhibits include a small human figure, about the size of a thumb 
and made of bronze, which is thought to be over a thousand years old and 
portray either the Norse god Por or Christ. More spectacular is the carved 
Valbjofstadur church door, dating from around 1200, and depicting the medi- 
eval tale of Le Chevalier au Lion: it features an ancient warrior on horseback 
slugging it out with an unruly dragon. 

The second floor of the museum, devoted to the period from 1600 onwards, 
canters through key events in Icelandic history such as the Trade Monopoly 
(1602-1787) and the Birth of the Republic. It terminates in a revolving airport- 
style conveyor belt laden with twentieth-century appliances and knick-knacks 
featuring everything from a Bjork LP to a milking machine. 


Norrzena husid 

South of the university at Sturlugata 5 is the Norrena husid (Nordic House; 
Mon-Fri 8am—5pm, Sat & Sun noon—5pm; free; ©551 7030, Wwww.nordice 
is), designed by renowned Finnish architect Alvar Aalto in 1961 and buzzed 
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over by aircraft landing at the nearby city airport. Devoted to Nordic culture, 
with an extensive library of books written in all the Nordic languages, it 
holds books on virtually any aspect of Nordic life you choose to mention, 
from Faroese knitting to Greenlandic seal hunting as well as the main Nordic 
newspapers. There are also temporary exhibitions (often photographic) in the 
hall and basement (daily except Mon same hours; 500kr) and frequent evening 
events, from classical concerts to talks covering topics from history to politics 
to music (sometimes in English). Check what’s on from the posters inside or 
from the free tourist magazines at the Tourist Office (see p.66). For speakers 
of non-Nordic languages, the best part of Nordic House is its café (Mon-Sat 
8am—5pm, Sun noon—5pm), which serves up a cheap fish lunch (around 
1050kr) as well as delicious home-made cakes with coffee. 


Listasafn islands and Lekjargata 

A few minutes’ walk north from the Nordic House along Sdleyjargata, which 
runs along the eastern side of Tjornin towards Lekjargata, passing the offices 
of the Icelandic president (at the corner of Skothtsvegur), is the Frikirkjan, 
the Free Lutheran Church, a simple wooden structure painted bright white, 
whose best feature is its tall tower, useful as a landmark to guide you to the 
neighbouring former ice house, known as Herdéubreid at Frikirkjuvegur 7 
(Frikirkjuvegur is the continuation of Sdleyjargata). Once a storage place for 
massive chunks of ice, hewn in winter from the frozen lake and used to prevent 
fish stocks rotting, the building has been completely redesigned and enlarged 
and now houses the Listasafn Islands (National Gallery of Iceland; Tues—Sun 
11am—5pm; free; Wwwwz.listasafn.is). Icelandic art may lack worldwide recog- 
nition, but all the significant names are to be found here, including Erro, Jon 
Stefansson, Asgrimur Jonsson, Gudmundur Porsteinsson and Einar Hakonarson 
— though disappointingly, lack of space (there’s only two small exhibition rooms 
containing barely twenty or so paintings each) means that the works can only 
be shown in strictly rationed portions from the museum’s enormous stock of 
around 10,000 pieces of art. You can, however, get an idea of the paintings not 
on display by glancing through the postcards for sale at reception. Drop in, but 
expect to leave with your artistic appetite no more than whetted; also, note that 
on entry you have to leave your coat and bag in the lockers provided. 

A walk from here back towards Lekjartorg leads on to Lekjargata (eftec- 
tively a continuation of Frikirkjuvegur), which once marked the eastern bound- 
ary of the town;Tjornin still empties into the sea through a small brook (lekjar 
comes from Iekur, Icelandic for “brook”) which now runs under the road here, 
and occasionally, when there’s an exceptionally high tide, sea water gushes back 
along the brook pouring into Tjornin. The cluster of old timber buildings up 
on the small hill parallel to the street is known as Bernh6ftstorfan and, follow- 
ing extensive renovation, they now house a couple of chi-chi fish restaurants. 
Named after T.D. Bernhoft, who ran a bakery in nearby Bankastreti, they’re 
flanked by two of Iceland’s most important buildings: the elegant old Reykjavik 
Grammar School, Menntaskolinn, built in 1844, which once had to be accessed 
by a bridge over the brook, and housed the AlPingi before the completion of 
the current Albingishusid in nearby Austurvollur square (see p.73); and a small 
unobtrusive white building at the bottom of Bankastrzeti, which is, in fact, 
Stjornarradshusid (Government House), another of Iceland’s very parochial- 
looking public offices. One of the oldest surviving buildings in the city, built in 
1761-71 as a prison, it now houses the cramped offices of the Prime Minister. 
Up on Arnaholl, the grassy mound behind the building, a statue of Ingolfur 
Arnarson, Reykjavik’s first settler, surveys his domain; with his back turned on 


A Reykjavik’s main shopping street, Laugavegur 


the National Theatre, and the government ministries to his right, he looks out 
to the ocean that brought him here over eleven centuries ago. Experts believe 
this is the most likely spot where Ing6lfur’s high seat pillars finally washed up; 
according to Landnamabok they were found “by Arnarhval below the heath”. 


Laugavegur and around 
From Lekyartorg, turn right into the short Bankastrati and on, up the small 
hill, into Laugavegur (hot spring road), the route once taken by local washer- 
women to the springs in Laugardalur. This is Iceland’s major commercial artery, 
holding the main shops and a fair sprinkling of cafés, bars and restaurants. Not 
surprisingly therefore, on Friday and Saturday evenings in summer it’s bumper 
to bumper with cars, their horns blaring, and with well-oiled revellers hanging 
out of the windows. However, before you give yourself over to extensive retail 
therapy, there are a couple of more cerebral attractions worthy of your time 
and attention in this part of town: the grand former National Library, now 
the Pj6dmenningarhusid (Culture House; daily 11am—5pm; 300kr; Wwww 
.thjodmenning.is), at Hverfisgata 15, one block north of and parallel to 
Laugavegur, has the country’s largest and best exhibition of medieval manu- 
scripts. What makes this display of treasures particularly engaging is its accessi- 
bility; gone is the tedious intellectual pontificating which so often accompanies 
Icelandic history, instead you can get close up to these documents and see for 
yourself what all the fuss is about — an erudite account beside each manuscript 
serving as an adequate summary. A warren of darkened exhibition halls on the 
ground floor, illuminated only for a few minutes at a time by soft overhead 
lighting, contains about a dozen ornately decorated documents, themselves in 
glass cases, including the magnificient Flateyjarbok which was finally returned 
to Iceland in 1971 after spending three centuries in Denmark. The largest of all 
medieval Icelandic vellums preserved today, the book was written towards the 
end of the fourteenth century and recounts mostly sagas of kings. However, it 
is also the only document to contain the Saga of the Greenlanders, which relates 
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Leifur Eiriksson’s exploration in Vinland. Look out, too, for the Stadarholsbok 
Gragasar, one of the earliest existing manuscripts, dating from around 1270, 
which runs through laws from the period of the Icelandic Commonwealth, 
several of which are still in force today, and for the two grubby pages full 
of grease stains and dirty finger marks of Kalfalekjarbok which contains 
fragments of Njdls Saga, one of the most widely read of all the sagas and 
preserved in more than fifty different manuscripts; this version dates from the 
mid-fourteenth century. The exhibition also contains a video of the original 
black and white live television coverage of the manuscripts arriving back in 
Iceland from Denmark; it’s easy to see from the sheer size of the crowds that 
had gathered at the harbour to welcome the ship, the total fascination Icelanders 
have with this element of their past — just count, for example, how many streets 
in Reykjavik alone are named after heroes from the sagas. Naturally, the Culture 
House’s other exhibits pale into insignificance; however, it’s worth devoting a 
few minutes to the Jon Sigurdsson room on the first floor (Sun only) dedi- 
cated to the independence leader Jon Sigurdsson, though you probably have to 
be a national to appreciate fully some of the finer details of his bitter struggle 
with the Danes, and labelling of exhibits here is in Icelandic only anyway. In 
Iceland at least, the oil painting on the wall here depicting Jon bravely stand- 
ing up in the presence of the Danish king and other top officials, putting his 
nation’s case for independence, is much talked about and revered. Close by on 
the same floor another small exhibition shows how Iceland has been perceived 
by the outside world, and, if the collection of oddly shaped ancient maps on 
display here is anything to go by, knowledge was pretty scarce. On the top floor, 
an exhibition is planned to mark the inclusion of the island of Surtsey on the 
UNESCO World Heritage List; ask at reception for more details. 


Magnusson’s manuscripts 


Despite so many of Iceland’s sagas and histories being written down by medieval 
monks for purposes of posterity, there existed no suitable means of protecting them 
from the country’s damp climate, and within a few centuries the unique artefacts 
were rotting away. Enter Arni Magnusson (1663-1730), humanist, antiquarian and 
professor at the University of Copenhagen, who attempted to ensure the preserva- 
tion of as many of the manuscripts as possible by sending them to Denmark for 
safekeeping. Although he completed his task in 1720, eight years later many of them 
went up in flames in the Great Fire of Copenhagen, and Arni died a heartbroken man 
fifteen months later, never having accepted his failure to rescue the manuscripts, 
despite braving the flames himself. As he noted at the time of the blaze, “these are 
the books which are to be had nowhere in the world”; the original Islendingabok, 
for example, the most important historical record of the settlement of Iceland, 
written on calfskin, was destroyed, though luckily it had been copied by a priest in 
Iceland before it left the country. 

The manuscripts were to remain apart from their country of origin until long after 
Icelandic independence in 1944. In 1961, legislation was passed in Denmark decree- 
ing that manuscripts composed or translated by Icelanders should be returned, but 
it took a further ruling by the Danish Supreme Court, in March 1971, to get things 
moving, as the Danes were reluctant to see these works of art leave their country. 
Finally, however, in April that year, a Danish naval frigate carried the first texts, 
Konungsbok Eddukvzeda and Flateyjarbok, across the Atlantic into Reykjavik, 
to be met by crowds bearing signs reading “handritin heim” (“the manuscripts are 
home”) and waving Icelandic flags. Even so, the transfer of the manuscripts wasn’t 
completed until 1997. 


Haligrimskirkja church 

From the lower end of Laugavegur, the tongue-twisting Skolavordéustigur 
streaks steeply upwards to the largest church in the country, the magnificient 
Hallgrimskirkja (daily 9am—5pm).This is a modern concrete structure, whose 
neatly composed space-shuttle-like form dominates the Reykjavik skyline. 
Work began on the church, named after the renowned seventeenth-century 
religious poet Hallgrimur Pétursson, immediately after World War II but was 
only finally completed a few years ago, the slow progress due to the task being 
carried out by a family firm — comprising one man and his son. The work of 
state architect Gudjon Samtelsson, the church’s architectural style — not least its 
73-metre phallic steeple — has divided the city over the years, although nowa- 
days locals have grown to accept rather than love it since its consecration in 
1986. Most people rave about the organ inside, the only decoration in an other- 
wise completely bare Gothic-style shell; measuring a whopping 15m in height 
and possessing over 5000 pipes, it really has to be heard to be believed. The 
cost of installing it called for a major fundraising effort, with people across the 
country sponsoring a pipe — if you fancy putting money towards one yourself, 
for which you'll receive a certificate, ask the staff in their office on the right as 
you enter the church. The tower has a viewing platform (350kr), accessed by 
a lift from just within the main door, giving stunning panoramic views across 
Reykjavik; if you come up here in winter, remember to bring a warm hat and 
scarf because the viewing platform is open to the elements. Incidentally, don’t 
expect the clock at the top of the tower to tell the correct time — the wind up 
there is so strong that it frequently blows the hands off course. In fact, it’s rare 
for any two public clocks in Reykjavik to tell the same time because of the 
differing wind conditions throughout the city. 

With his back to the church and his view firmly planted on Vinland, the 
imposing, if somewhat green statue of Leifur Eiriksson, Discoverer of America, 
was donated by the US in 1930 to mark the Icelandic parliament’s thousandth 
birthday. It’s a favourite spot for photographs and makes as good a place as any 
to survey your surroundings — this is one of the highest parts of Reykjavik and 
on a clear day there are great views out over the surrounding streets of houses 
adorned with multicoloured corrugated-iron facades. 


The Einar Jénsson museum 

The heroic form of the Leifur Eiriksson statue is found in several others 
around the city, many of them the work of Einar Jonsson (1874-1954), who 
is remembered more officially by the pebbledash building to the right of the 
church. Looking like three large adjoining cubes, the Einar Jonsson museum 
(June to mid-Sept Tues-Sun 2—5pm; mid-Sept to Nov & Feb—May Sat & Sun 
25pm; 400kr; W www.skulptur.is) is entered from Freyjugata, the street behind 
the museum. Einar was Iceland’s foremost modern sculptor, and this structure 
was built by him between 1916 and 1923. He worked here in an increasingly 
reclusive manner until his death in 1954, when the building was given over 
to displaying more than a hundred of his works — many based on religious 
and political themes — to the public. A specially constructed group of rooms, 
connected by slim corridors and little staircases, takes the visitor through a 
chronological survey of Einar’s career — and it’s pretty deep stuff. Einar claimed 
that his self-imposed isolation and total devotion to his work enabled him to 
achieve mystical states of creativity, and looking at the pieces exhibited here, 
many of them heavy with religious allegory and all dripping with spiritual 
energy, it’s a claim that doesn’t seem far-fetched; look out for The Guardian, a 
ghost keeping watch over a graveyard to make sure the dead receive a decent 
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burial. If the museum is closed, you can peek into the garden at the rear of 
the museum, where several examples of Einar’s work are displayed alfresco, or 
admire his most visible work, the statue of independence leader Jon Sigurdsson, 
found in front of the Alpingishtsid in Austurvollur square (see p.73). 


The ASI and Asgrimur J6nsson art galleries 

Another, equally admired, modern Icelandic sculptor, Asmundur Sveinsson, 
once lived further down the same street as the museum, a short walk away at 
Freyjugata 41, in a striking if somewhat now past-its-prime functionalist build- 
ing designed in 1933 by the sculptor and the architect Sigurdur Gudmundsson. 
At the time, the combination of the building’s uncompromising squat, building- 
block style, together with Asmundur’s array of in-your-face sculptures in the 
garden, caused many heads to turn, but these sculptures have since gone to the 
Asmundur Sveinsson museum (see p.85), and the building now seems an inte- 
gral part of the cityscape, serving as the ASI (Icelandic Labour Unions) Art 
Gallery (Tues—Sun 1—5pm; W www.asi.is; free). This trade-union art collection 
includes a worthy permanent stock of Icelandic masters, backed up by regular 
exhibitions of more contemporary fare on the second floor. It’s a rather dry 
place to while away a wet afternoon. 

The area between here and Tjornin is one of the more affluent parts of the 
city, with houses flourishing a wooden turret or two. From the ASI museum, 
trace your steps back to Hallgrimskirkja before heading down Nyardargata, 
and after about five minutes you'll come to one of the best preserved and least 
ostentatious abodes, now the Asgrimur Jonsson museum (by arrangement 
only on 515 9600; 250kr; Wwwwlistasafn.is), at Bergstadastreti 74, the 
former home of an artist who became a seminal figure in twentieth-century 
Icelandic painting. Born on a farm in southern Iceland, Asgrimur (1876-1958) 
grew up beside the Hekla volcano until leaving for Copenhagen, then the 
capital of Iceland, in 1897, to study at the Academy of Fine Arts. Six years later, 
having developed a style and subject matter that drew heavily from Icelandic 
landscapes and folklore, he returned to his home country and staged an influ- 
ential exhibition of his work, reflecting the growing nationalistic mood in the 
country. The ground floor of this small house is kept as the artist left it when he 
died in 1958, including his piano which he loved to play; upstairs, you’ll find a 
selection of thirty or forty of his canvases, mostly touching though occasionally 
violent. Especially pleasing are his paintings from around Husafell where he 
depicts knotty birch trees struggling for life on the red volcanic soil set against 
lush green meadows and the whites of the ice caps. 


The Kjarvalsstadir art gallery 

From the Asgrimur Jonsson Museum it’s a fifteen-minute walk east to the main 
highway, Hringbraut, beyond its junction with Snorrabraut and then north into 
Raudararstigur, to reach another of Reykjavik’s excellent modern-art museums. 
Despite being surrounded by birch trees and grassy expanses, the Kjarvalsstadir 
Art Gallery (daily 10am—5pm; 500kr; ® wwwilistasafnreykjavikur.is) is an ugly 
1960s-style concrete structure, though inside it’s surprisingly bright and airy. 
Part of the Reykjavik Art Museum, it’s devoted to the work of Iceland’s most 
celebrated artist, Johannes Kjarval (1885-1972). After working during his 
youth on a fishing trawler, Johannes moved abroad to study art, spending time 
in London, Copenhagen, France and Italy, but it was only after his return to 
Iceland in 1940 that he travelled widely in his own country, drawing on the raw 
beauty he saw around him for his quasi-abstract depictions of Icelandic land- 
scapes which made him one of the country’s most popular twentieth-century 


painters. Painted in oils, much of his work is a surreal fusion of colour: his 
bizarre yet pleasing Kritik from 1946-7, a melee of icy blues, whites and greys 
measuring a whopping 4m in length and 2m in height, is the centrepiece of the 
exhibition, portraying a naked man bending over to expose his testicles whilst 
catching a fish, watched over, rather oddly, by a number of Norse warriors. The 
museum is divided into two halls — the east one shows Kjarval’s work, whilst 
the west hall is dedicated to visiting temporary exhibitions. Whilst it may take 
a while for his style to grow on you, it’s certainly worth dropping by — note, 
though, that the entrance to the museum, which 1s actually located in a small 
area of parkland, is on Flokagata, off Raudararstigur. 


Oskjuhlid and the Saga Museum 

If you arrive in Reykjavik from Keflavik airport, it’s hard to miss the space-age- 
looking grey container tanks that sit at the top of the wooded hill, Oskjuhlid, 
immediately south of Kjarvalsstadir, across Miklabraut and southeast along 
Bustadavegur. Each contains 4000 litres of water at 80°C for use in the capital’s 
homes, offices and swimming pools; it’s also from here that water is pumped, via 
a network of specially constructed pipes, underneath Reykyjavik’s pavements to 
keep them ice- and snow-free during winter. The whole thing is topped by a 
revolving restaurant, Perlan, a truly spectacular place for dinner — if your wallet 
can take the strain. The restaurant is, however, one of Reykjavik’s best-known 
landmarks and is the best place for a 360-degree panoramic view of the entire 
city; simply take the lift to the fourth floor and step outside for free. On a 
clear day you can see all the way to the Snefellsj6kull glacier at the tip of the 
Snzfellsnes peninsula, as well as the entirety of Reykjavik. 

On the ground floor the excellent Saga Museum (April-Sept daily 10am— 
6pm; Oct-Mar daily noon—5pm; 900kr; W www.sagamuseum.is) housed in one 
of the empty water tanks is Iceland’s answer to Madame Tussaud’s; this popu- 
lar portrayal of medieval Icelandic life uses expertly crafted wax models of 
characters from the sagas and their reconstructed farms and homes to superbly 
enliven this often confusing period of history. Although the entrance fee is steep 
in comparison to Reykjavik’s other museums, it’s worth splashing out to get a 
genuine sense of what life must have been like here centuries ago; indeed, all 
the big names are here: Snorri, Eirik the Red, Leifur Eiriksson, even his sister, 
Freyois, realistically portrayed slicing off her breast as a solitary stand against 
the natives of Vinland who, after killing one of her compatriots, turned on her 
— according to the sagas, however, on seeing Freydis brandish a sword against 
her breasts, they immediately took flight. 

Before leaving, make sure you see the artificial indoor geyser simulator that 
erupts every few minutes from the basement, shooting a powerful jet of water 
all the way to the fourth floor: it’s a good taste of what’s to come if you’re head- 
ing out to the real thing at Geysir (see p.120). 

Oskjuhlid itself was also an important landmark in the days when the only 
mode of long-distance transport was the horse, as it stood out for miles across 
the barren surrounding plains — and more recently served as a military base 
for the British army during World War II. Today though, it’s a popular recrea- 
tion area for Reykjavikers who, unused to being surrounded by expanses of 
woodland, flock here by foot and with mountain bikes to explore the paths 
that crisscross its slopes. Although it can be pretty crowded here on a sunny day, 
you'll easily be able to find a shady glade to call your own. 

In fact, Oskjuhlid has only been wooded since 1950, when an extensive 
forestation programme began after soil erosion had left the area barren and 
desolate. Today the western and southern areas of the hill are covered with 


x 
mr 
=e 
a 
& 
= 
<= 
Pa 
an 
= 
49) 
© 
mr 
< 


83 


Oe es 
Pie 


Ayo eu | WIAVPNARY =) 


84 


birch, spruce, poplar and pine. At the southern end of the hill at Nautholsvik, 
on Nauthdlsvegur road close to the Reykjavik Sailing Club, is an artificial 
geothermal beach of bright yellow sand where it’s possible to swim in a 
sea-water lagoon (the water temperature is generally 18-20C°), thanks to 
the addition of hundreds of gallons of geothermally heated sea water into 
the open-air pool (free; changing room facilities mid-May to mid-Sept daily 
10am—8pm; 200kr) next to the beach, where there’s also a hotpot (30-35C°) 
built into the sand. As with the rest of Reykjavik, the hot water is piped here 
from the tanks atop the hill. 


The Museum of Natural History and Hdfdi house 

From Oskjuhlié, it’s a ten-minute walk north along Snorrabraut to the 
Museum of Natural History (Tues, Thurs, Sat & Sun: June-Sept 1—5pm; 
Oct—May 1.30—4pm; W www.ni.is; 300kr) at Hlemmur 5. Inside is an impressive 
collection of virtually every fish (including the turbot, depicted on the 100kr 
Icelandic coin), bird and egg found in Iceland — all preserved for posterity 
— including a rare stuffed specimen of the flightless Great Auk which became 
extinct in 1844 when the last two were killed on the island of Eldey off the 
Reykjanes peninsula. The museum’s example was killed in 1820, although it 
didn’t return to Iceland until 1971 after being bought at auction at Sotheby’s 
in London. However, without a doubt, the museum’s most striking exhibit is 
the whopping two-metre-long leatherback turtle, weighing in at 375kg, found 
dead in Steingrimsfjordur in the West Fjords in 1963 — it’s exhibited in a glass 
cabinet on the staircase. Sadly the rest of the museum is of remote interest, a 
baffling selection of rocks and lava samples vying for your attention, although 
it’s worth having a quick glance at the photographs and rock fragments of the 
Surtsey eruption in the Westman Islands. Although labelling throughout the 
museum is only in Icelandic, an English language information sheet containing 
the names of the exhibited birds and fish is available. 

From the museum, continue north the short distance to the junction with 
Szbraut, and bear left along the sea front to the striking Solfar (Sun Voyager) 
sculpture, a sleek contemporary portrayal of a Viking-age ship, made of shiny 
silver steel by Jon Gunnar Arnason (1931-89) that is fast becoming one of the 
most photographed of Reykjavik’s attractions. 

A similar distance east of the junction of Snorrabraut and Sxbraut is H6fdi, 
a stocky white wooden structure built in 1909 in Jugend style, which occupies 
a grassy square beside the shore, between the roads Sebraut and Borgartun. 
Originally home of the French consul, the house also played host to Winston 
Churchill in 1941 when he visited British forces stationed in Iceland. However, 
Hofdi is best known as the venue of the Reagan—Gorbachev snap summit 
of 1986, called at the suggestion of the former Soviet President, Mikhail 
Gorbachev, to discuss peace and disarmament between the two superpowers. 
Although agreement was reached in Reykjavik on reducing the number of 
medium-range and intercontinental missiles in Europe and Asia, the thornier 
question of America’s strategic defence initiative of shooting down missiles in 
space remained a sticking point. However, the Summit achieved one major goal 
— it brought the world’s attention on Iceland, which, in the mid-1980s, was still 
relatively unknown as a destination for travellers, in effect marking the begin- 
ning of the tourist boom that Iceland is still enjoying today. 

Whether Gorbachev and Reagan were troubled by the resident H6ofdi ghost 
isn’t known, but it’s said to be that of a young girl, who poisoned herself after 
being found guilty of incest with her brother. Between 1938 and 1951 the 
house was occupied by diplomats, including one who was so troubled by the 


supernatural presence that one dispatch after another was sent to the Foreign 
Office in London begging for a transfer until he finally got his way. In recent 
years, lights have switched themselves on and off, paintings have fallen off walls 
and door handles have worked themselves loose. Today — apart from interna- 
tional summitry — the principal purpose of the house is as a centre for the city’s 
municipal functions. 


The Asmundur Sveinsson museum 

If sculpture is more your thing, particularly if you’ve already seen the man’s 
house up on Freyjugata, you’ll want to check out the domed Asmundur 
Sveinsson museum (daily: May—Sept 10am—4pm; Oct—April 1—4pm; 500kr; 
W www.listasafnreykjavikur.is), part of the Reykjavik art museum, at Sigttin, a 
ten-minute dog-leg walk from H6fdi; first head east along Szbraut, then south 
into Kringlumyrarbraut and east again into Sigtin where you'll see the peculiar 
white igloo shape beyond the trees on your right hand side. 

Asmundur Sveinsson (1893-1982) was one of the pioneers of Icelandic 
sculpture, and his powerful, often provocative, work was inspired by his coun- 
try’s nature and literature. During the 1920s he studied in both Stockholm at 
the State Academy and in Paris, returning to Iceland to develop his unique 
sculptural cubism, a style infused with Icelandic myth and legend, which you 
can view here at his former home that he designed and built with his own 
hands in 1942-50. Look also at his soft-edged, gently curved monuments to the 
ordinary working people of the country in the grounds of the museum, many 
of which once stood outside his house in Freyjugata (see p.82). The museum 
is an uncommon shape for Reykjavik, because when Asmundur planned it, he 
was experimenting with Mediterranean and North African themes, drawing 
particular inspiration from the domed houses common to Arabic countries. 
Inside, a couple of stark white rooms contain more examples of the sculptor’s 
work, including several busts from his period of Greek influence, but the origi- 
nal of his most famous sculpture, Semundur on the Seal, is not on display here 
but, appropriately, stands outside the main university building on Sudurgata. It 
shows one of the first Icelanders to receive a university education, the priest and 
historian Semundur Sigfusson (1056-1133), astride a seal, psalter in hand. 


Laugardalur and around 


After rambling through central Reykjavik for a good couple of kilometres, 
Laugavegur finally comes to an end at the junction with the main north-south 
artery, Kringlumyrarbraut, actually Route 40 leading to Hafnarfjérdur. Beyond 
here Sudurlandsbraut marks the southern reaches of Laugardalur, a valley 
containing hot springs known since the time of the Settlement as a source of 
hot water for washing, hemmed in between the low hills of Grensas to the 
south and the northerly Laugaras, just behind Sundah6dfn harbour. Although 
the springs, Pvottalaugarnar, are still here, the spot commemorated by the 
Asmundur Sveinsson statue, pvottakonan (The Washerwoman), it’s for Iceland’s 
best sports ground, Laugardalsvollur, superb outdoor swimming complex 
(see Activities p.92), Laugardalslaug, and youth hostel that the area is best 
known. The green expanses beyond the sports ground contain the country’s 
most impressive botanical garden as well as a zoo. 


The botanical garden and zoo 
Barely ten minutes on foot from the Asmundur Sveinsson sculpture museum, 
reached by walking east along Engjavegur, the botanical garden, part of the 
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The Seltjarnarnes—Heidmork Trail 


When the wind isn’t blowing too strongly, the flat surrounds of Reykjavik lend 
themselves to cycling and an excellent, well-marked trail has been laid from the 
western suburb of Seltjarnarnes via the city airport, Oskjuhlid (see p.83) and the 
Ellidaardalur valley, named after the Ellidaa, one of Iceland’s best salmon-fishing 
rivers, to Heidmérk, a forested city park immediately southeast of the city centre 
declared a nature reserve in 1948 — this route is clearly marked on the excellent Map 
of Reykjavik available from the tourist office (See p.66); for bike rental, see p.67. 
The salmon season itself runs from April to September and fishing permits must 
be ordered several months in advance of your arrival in Iceland via the tourist office 
in Reykjavik — reckon on a hefty 6000kr to 10,000kr per day depending on location. 
Trout fishing is much cheaper — generally 1000kr to 6000kr per day — and permits can 
be obtained at short notice. 

East of Oskjuhlié, the path itself follows the river as it flows into Ellidaarvatn, the 
largest lake within Greater Reykjavik. Formed thousands of years ago when an out- 
flow of lava dammed the glacial valley here, the lake is 174m above sea level and 
therefore surrounded by Arctic flora; a walking trail leads around Ellidaarvatn and 
takes around three hours to complete. Ellidaardalur is one of Reykjavik’s main horse- 
riding areas — riding tours are booked through the tourist office in Reykjavik with trips 
varying in length from under an hour to a full day. Bordering the eastern shores of 
the lake, Heidmork, the largest and most popular recreational area in the city, is set 
between mountains, craters and lavafields and offers 2800 square hectares of for- 
ested expanses ideal for mountain biking or hiking — extensive planting began in 1949 
to try to avert severe soil erosion from overgrazing and the harsh climate. Walking 
and cycle paths criss-cross the wooded expanses, dotted with picnic sites, making 
the area a favourite spot during summer weekends for Reykjavik’s inhabitants. 


Laugardalur, contains an extensive collection of native Icelandic flora, as well as 
thousands of imported plants and trees. This place 1s particularly popular with 
Icelandic families who come here not only to enjoy the surroundings but also to 
show kids the adjoining family park (Fjd6lskyldugardurinn) and zoo (Husdyra- 
gardurinn; both mid-May to Aug daily 10am—6pm; Sept to mid-May daily 
10am-5pm; 550kr; @www.mu.is), where seals, foxes, mink, reindeer and fish 
caught in Iceland’s rivers and lakes are all on hand to keep them happy. Once the 
attraction of the animals starts to wane, there’s a small duck lake, complete with 
replica Viking longboat, along with other activities based loosely on a Viking 
theme: a fort, an outlaw hideout and even a go-kart track in the surrounding 
family park. Buses #2, 15, 17 and 19 all run here from the city centre. 


The Arbeejarsafn open-air museum 

From the botanical garden, it’s a short ride on bus #5 (starting from Lakyjar- 
torg) to the Arbejarsafn Open-Air Museum (June—Aug daily 10am—5pm; 
Sept-May Mon, Wed & Fri 1—2pm; 600kr; ® www.arbaejarsafn.is), a collection 
of turf-roofed and corrugated-iron buildings on the site of an ancient farm 
that was first mentioned in the sagas around the mid-1400s. The buildings and 
their contents record the changes that occurred as Iceland’s economy switched 
from farming to fishing — the industrial revolution being heralded by the 
arrival of the fishing trawler — and Reykjavik’s rapid expansion. The pretty turf 
church here, dating from 1842, was carefully moved to its present location from 
Skagafjordur (see p.240) on the north coast in 1960. Next to it, the farmhouse 
is dominated by an Asmundur Sveinsson sculpture, the Woman Churning Milk, 
illustrating an all-but-lost traditional way of life. 


Eating and drinking 


Eating in Reykjavik is expensive, although there are ways to reduce costs a little. 
Naturally, self-catering is the least costly of all, and the best supermarkets in 
the city centre include: 10-11, close to the Austurvollur square at Austurstreeti 
17, which, confusingly, is open from 8am until midnight (Sat & Sun 9am- 
midnight); the larger Bonus, at Laugavegur 59; and the best-stocked and largest 
supermarket in the country, Hagkaup, in the Kringlan shopping centre, at the 
junction of Miklabraut and Kringlumyrarbraut and reached either on foot in 
about forty minutes or by taking bus #5 from the city centre. If you’re look- 
ing to buy booze to take away, the vinbud alcohol stores are at Austurstreti 
10a (Mon-Thurs & Sat 1lam—6pm, Fri 11am—7pm; ®562 6511, Wwww 
.vinbud.is); and on the lower level of the Kringlan shopping centre (Mon— 
Thurs 11am—6pm, Fri 1lam—7pm, Sat 11am—4pm; © 568 9060). Supermarkets 
are also the best source of breakfast if your accommodation isn’t providing any, 
since cafés generally don’t open until around 10am — closing time is variable. 
Otherwise, expect to pay through the nose at one of the city’s hotels, reckoning 
on at least 1000kr a head for an extensive buffet selection of cold fish, smoked 
meats, toast, jam, cereals and coffee. For coffee and snacks during the day, use 
any of the numerous cafés dotted around, many of which mutate into bars 
from 6pm onwards, though this will leave a serious hole in your pocket — expect 
to pay around 1100kr per head for a cup of coffee, a sandwich and a cake. For 
a half-litre of beer be prepared to pay 500—700kr. 

For full meals, some restaurants offer lunch specials from 11.30am to 2.30pm. 
These may be either set dishes or help-yourself buffets costing around 1100kr. 
These generally include a starter such as soup, a meat or fish dish, followed by 
coffee. If your budget stretches to it (upwards of 6000kr a head), however, you 
can dine in style in small, atmospheric and high-quality restaurants, though 
you'll often need to make a reservation for Friday or Saturday evenings in 
summer, and dress fairly smartly. Most open for dinner around 6.30pm or 
7pm and stay open until midnight or lam on weekday evenings and Sundays, 
extending their hours until around 3am on Friday and Saturday evenings. There 
are some decent restaurants around the city serving international cuisine, such 
as Thai or Mediterranean, and these are generally cheaper than the Icelandic 
ones though a few do surprise. There are also a number of similarly priced 
fast-food outlets serving burgers and pizzas, but none is particularly cheap: the 
McDonald’s in the Kringlan shopping centre, for example, is one of the most 
expensive branches in the world. 

All the cafés and restaurants listed below are shown on the Reykjavik City 
Centre map on p.72 unless otherwise stated. 


Cafes : Café Victor Hafnarstreti 1-3. An exceptionally 
Brennsian Posthusstreeti 9. Good-value : good-value bistro bar and café in one of the 
Parisian-style brasserie overlooking Austur- : capital’s oldest buildings, which once served as the 

vollur square that attracts a young, laid-back : Danish king’s falcon house (see p.75). Pasta dishes 

crowd. There’s excellent sandwiches from 800kr, > are 1250-1450kr, deep-fried haddock and chips 

a TexMex salad for 1190kr, or nachos at 550kr. It’s: costs 1490kr and there are excellent burgers from 

a good place for an evening drink, with over 100: 1050kr. Great ambience in the evening, when the 

different beers to choose from. : Café turns into a bar. 

Cafe Paris Austurstreeti 14. Over the years this Grai Kotturinn Hverfisgata 16a. Smoky, friendly 

French-style café has become a Reykjavik fixture, : basement café, good for meeting young Reykjavikers 

with outdoor seating in summer overlooking the : who come here for the excellent coffee. Open from 

Alpingi. Fine central choice for a cup of coffee or © : 7am for a big breakfast featuring pancakes, bacon 


a light snack. : and eggs, and other fry-up options. 
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Kaffibarinn Bergstadastreti 1. Trades on the 
rumour that Damon Alburn of Blur has shares in 
the place — however unlikely. A single ugly building 
covered in red corrugated iron with green window 
frames and brown wooden blinds though worth it 
for the curiosity value. The owners claim it attracts 
Iceland’s jetset and arty crowd, a tall order in such 
a small city, though definitely a trendy place for a 
beer or two. 
Kaffi Reykjavik Vesturgata 2. An excellent and 
popular choice for lunch or dinner and justifi- 
ably known for its extensive fish buffet. Inside, 
there’s also an ice bar where the temperature is a 
constant -6C and everything from the seats to the 
wall décor — and your glass — is made of ice. 
Kaffi Solon Bankastreti 7a. One of 
Reykjavik’s most popular cafés, enjoying 
a perfect position on the main shopping street 
for people watching. The contemporary Icelandic 
design makes for a truly relaxing afternoon over a 
cafetiére and a piece of chocolate cake. 
zk Kaffitar Bankastreti 8. Resembling a cosy 
Icelandic version of Starbucks, this is the 
place in Reykjavik to find real coffee. The owner 
is renowned across the capital for her exceptional 
choice of beans and her wide array of fresh home- 
ground speciality blends. Gorgeous cakes are also 
on offer in this non-smoking place at the foot of 
the main shopping street. Don’t leave town without 
dropping in. 
Kaffivagninn Grandargaréur 10; see map on 
pp.64—-65. A little shack down by the harbour, 
popular with local fishermen who come here for 
an early morning breakfast — indeed, this is the 
only place serving breakfast so early, opening at 
6am. The menu changes daily but generally offers 
fish, stew and soup dishes of the day, and while 
the food may be plain and unadorned, the working 
atmosphere is great. Open until 7pm. 
Mokka Skolavoréustigur 3a. The oldest café 
in Reykjavik, opened in 1958, with a changing 
display of black-and-white photographs adorning 
the walls. The place makes a point of not playing 
music and was the first café in the country to 
serve espressos and cappuccinos to its curious 
Clientele. 
Prikid Bankastreeti 12. Plying the masses with 
excellent coffee since the early 1960s, the café 
today is a firm favourite with the city’s trendy 
young things and students who come here to chill. 
Open Mon-Fri from 8am for breakfast, Sat & Sun 
from noon. 
Thorvaldsen Austurstreti 8. A little bistro café 
that takes itself rather seriously — and hence is 
full of style-conscious Reykjavikers posing in the 


windows which look out over Austurvollur square. A : 


: limited menu with the emphasis on snacks such as 
: chicken sandwiches, stir fries and healthy salads 
- from around 1590kr. 


: Restaurants 

: A Neestu Grésum Laugavegur 20b 552 8410, 
: Close to the junction with Klapparstigur. This place 
has been serving tasty vegetarian food for years, 

: with most of the organic ingredients coming from 

> geothermally heated greenhouses near Lake 
Myvatn. There’s always one vegan and one wheat- 
: free dish on the menu; a full meal here costs less 
: than 1000kr. Open Mon-Fri 11.30am—10pm, Sat 

> 1-10pm, Sun 5-10pm. 

- Apotek Austurstrati 16 ©575 7900. Housed in 

: the capital’s former pharmacy, this stylishly modern 
: café, bar and grill restaurant with an Art Deco 

: interior of white-panelled chairs, and wooden floor- 
: ing specializes in top-notch, if expensive, fusion 

: dishes combining the best of western and oriental 
: Cuisines: rice noodles with chicken spring rolls 
and bok choy at 2350kr is the cheapest dish on 

: the menu. 

: Einar Ben Veltusund 1 ®511 5090. Named after 
"one of Iceland's finest poets, Einar Benediktsson, 

: this is the place to come for elegant dining with 

: chandeliers, heavy red drapes, soft lighting — and 

: prices to match. Salted cod with Jerusalem 

: artichokes in a tomato lobster jus at 2820kr 

: iS reasonable value. Go for their early special 

: between 5.30—-7.30pm and you get a great deal: a 
: starter and a fish main course for 2750kr (3250kr 
: for a meaty main). 


ys Eldsmidjan Bragagata 38a © 562 3838. 
The best pizzas in Reykjavik, from 1105kr, 


: made in a pizza oven that burns Icelandic birch- 

: wood. In a backstreet near the Hallgrimskirkja 

: church but definitely worth looking out for. There’s 

: also a takeaway service available. 

: Enrico’s Laugavegur 3. Occupying a perfect 

: location on the main drag, this newly opened Euro- 
bistro has a light lunch menu consisting of burgers, 
: sandwiches, salads and noodle dishes for around 

: 1400kr. By evening it’s a choice between fish, 

: jamb, beef and pasta dishes for around 3000kr. 

: Greenn Kostur Skélavordustigur 8. Fantastic spicy 
> vegan eat-in meals and takeaway, using fresh 

: ingredients and offering a wide variety of dishes. 

: It is annoyingly hard to find, however — from 

: Skdlavérdustigur turn right into Bergstadastreeti 

: then immediately right again towards the multi- 

: storey car park, and it’s on your right hand side in 

- the small parade of shops. 


Horniod Hafnarstreeti 15 ® 551 3340. In 
business for over 25 years and still a very 
popular place with young Reykjavikers, who flock 


here for the excellent pizzas (1200—1920kr) and 
pasta (from 1650kr). The fish here is also good: 
dishes are often Italian-inspired, such as salmon with 
basil oil and capers (2300kr). Wine here can be inor- 
dinately expensive — check carefully before ordering. 
[talia Laugavegur 11 @ 552 4630. Expensive and 
average Italian restaurant with lots of fake greenery 
and marble columns serving pizzas and calzone 
from 1800kr and pasta from 1700kr. 

Jomfruin Lekjargata 4. An enormously 


popular Danish-influenced place specializing : 
: building from 1906, covered in corrugated iron, 

> houses this renowned fish restaurant. Inside, the 

- stylish Nordic interior blends perfectly with the 

: Chandeliers to give a homely feel to the restau- 

: rant whose fish is especially succulent — try the 

: pastrami spiced salmon with citrus polenta and 

- fennel sauce for 2950kr. 

- Tveir Fiskar Geirsgata 9 ®511 3474. Owned 

: by chef Gissur Guémundsson, the President of 

the Icelandic Chefs Organization, so you can rest 

: assured that the fish served here is of the very best 
: quality. All main courses, everything from whale 

: gteak in a green pepper sauce to cod in an almond 
: and parmesan crust with tomato vinaigrette, cost 

: upwards of 3000kr. Wine here, sadly, is likely to 

: be out of most people’s reach — don’t even think 
about ordering a bottle before speaking to your 

: bank manager. 


in open sandwiches. Rye bread with fried plaice, 
smoked salmon with caviar, shrimps, asparagus 
and lemon is 1290kr; smoked ee! with scrambled 
egg and tomato and chives is 1690kr — choose 
carefully, though, to make sure you’re not paying 
over the odds for what you get. 
Kebabhusid Lekjargata 2. When money is tight, 
this little fast food eaterie always comes up 
trumps: not only are the fish and chips here quite 
excellent, they cost just 850kr, making this one of 
the cheapest eating options in the city. 
y Krua Thai Tryggvagata 14. Although tucked 
away on the corner of Geirsgata and Tryg- 
gvagata, this no-nonsense little Thai place is worth 
seeking out for its extensive menu of around forty 
dishes. It’s exceptional value, too, with most curries 
and noodle dishes priced around the 950kr mark. 
Leekjarbrekka Bankastreti 2 ®551 4430. The 
place in Reykjavik to sample lobster: the lobster 
feast (5980kr) includes cream of lobster soup 
with cognac, grilled lobster en crodite and grand 
marnier ice cream. The puffin feast (4580kr) 
features a salad of smoked and marinated puffin 
followed by puffin breast in a blue cheese sauce, 
while the lamb menu (4970kr) has delicious roast 
lamb in mountain herbs as a main dish. Other a 
la carte fish and meat dishes start around 3000kr. 
Undoubtedly expensive, though the tasteful décor 
does give the place a wonderful homely feel 
— perhaps one for a special occasion or your last 
night in Iceland. 
ys Rosso Pomodoro Laugavegur 40 © 561 
0500. A genuinely good southern Italian 
restaurant drawing inspiration from the cuisine of 
Naples and around. Pizzas and pasta dishes go for 
around 1500kr, salads start around 1650kr and 
grilled chicken with vegetables is 2400kr. Look for 
lunchtime specials posted on the board outside. 
ys Szgreifinn Verbud 8, Geirsgata. This tiny 
fishmongers-cum-restaurant is a favourite 
haunt of locals who come here to sample the 
superlative lobster soup and fresh catfish. It’s 
also the place to come for whale kebabs, if your 
conscience allows. Although the owner, Kjartan, 
doesn’t speak English, a bit of pointing and a few 


: words of Icelandic should get you by. Open daily 

> from 4pm. 

: Shalimar Austurstreti 4. Good-value Indian and 

: Pakistani fare spiced exactly to your taste — just 

: tell them how hot you like it — in this small café- 

: like restaurant at the western end of Austurstreeti. 
Lunch here is a totally fabulous 950kr. Alternatively, 
> you can choose your favourite from the menu 

: — vegetarian mains cost 1690kr, meat dishes from 
> 1890kr. 


Skolabra Skdlabru 1 ® 562 4455. An old wooden 


ys Vegamot Vegamotastigur 4 511 3040. 
A favourite hangout for Reykjavik’s trendy 


: young things, who come here for the excellent 

- brunches (1190kr for the works) and the outstand- 
: ing value-for-money lunches — chicken burritos 
are 1190kr while a burger with bacon, pineapple 

: and tomato salad goes for 990kr. A popular place 

: for dinner too — reckon on 1390kr for a main fish 

: or meat dish. 

: Vid Tjornina Templarasund 3 ®551 8666. One of 
: the best fish restaurants in Reykjavik, divided into 
: quaint, cluttered rooms, with interior design remi- 
- niscent of an Icelandic grandmother's front room. 

: Daring and delicious cuisine, featuring everything 

: from pan-fried fish cheeks (3200kr) to sautéed 

: breast of guillemot in port (3100kr). For a starter, 
try the wicked herring and shark washed down 

: with Icelandic schnapps for 1490kr. 


y brir Frakkar Baldursgata 14 © 552 3939. 
Don’t be put off by the name (Three Over- 


: coats) — there’s nothing fusty about this backstreet 
: French-style bistro which uses purely Icelandic 

: ingredients for its traditional dishes: whale pepper- 
: steak costs 2990kr and pan-fried cod with shrimp 
: gratin 2690kr. The traditional plokkfiskur (fish and 

: potato mash; 1980kr) is excellent, as is the grilled 

: catfish with cream pepper sauce (2550kr). 
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Nightlife and entertainment 


Thanks to some cunning publicity from the Icelandic Tourist Board, 
Reykjavik’s nightlife is now deservedly known across Europe and the States 
for its partying. Although the scene is actually no bigger than that of any 
small-sized town in most other countries, what sets it apart is the northerly 
setting and location for all this revelry — in summer, it’s very disorientating to 
have entered a nightclub in the wee small hours with the sun just about to set, 
only to emerge a couple of hours later (and several thousand kronur poorer) 
into the blinding and unflattering daylight of the Icelandic morning. Very few 
people are out much before 10pm, after which time crowds fill the streets 
and queues develop outside the most popular joints. The light nights mean 
that summer partying rarely winds up before 5am or 6am, and it’s certainly 
not uncommon to see hordes of youngsters staggering around Lekjartorg at 
4am shivering 1 in the cold air dressed, fashion-consciously, only in their latest 

T-shirts and jeans — and often in much less. 

You'll need plenty of cash for even a few drinks (a beer in a club costs upward 
of 700kr) — and don’t be tempted to leave your drink on the bar whilst you 
go dancing, as the chances are it'll have been drunk by the time you return. 
Admission fees to clubs are not too steep, generally around 500—1000kr if 
there’s live music, otherwise free. As you’d expect, things are liveliest on Friday 
and Saturday nights, when most places swing until 5 or 6am; closing time the 
rest of the week is around lam. 


Bars, pubs and clubs 


The best spots to start socializing are bars and pubs, as well as some of 
the cafes listed on p.87 that turn into bars after 6pm. Remember that, 
whatever your tradition at home, you won’t be expected to buy a round of 
drinks if you’re in company, since that would be virtually ruinous, and that 
it’s quite permissible to nurse one drink through the entire evening. Some 
of the bars listed below are attached to restaurants but you can always drink 
without eating. 

Don’t expect to get into a club in style-conscious Reykjavik if you turn 
up in full hiking gear — the dress code is generally smart and Icelandic men 
often don a tie to go out clubbing. For foreigners things are more relaxed, 
but you’ll feel more comfortable if you’re smart-casual. At some places, jeans 
and sneakers aren’t allowed. However you’re kitted out, don’t be surprised if 
you're approached and chatted-up as soon as you’ve set foot through the door 
— Reykjavik is a small city and new faces will always draw attention. 

All the bars and clubs below are shown on the Reykjavik City Centre map 
on p.72 unless otherwise stated. 


Wrecked in Reykjavik 


A rite of passage for all Icelandic teenagers, the runtur (literally “round tour”) is a 
drunken pub crawl that generally takes place between at least half a dozen bars and 
pubs, whatever the weather. Intent on searching out the place with the hottest action, 
groups of revellers, already well oiled after downing several generous vodkas before 
setting out, maraud the city centre, particularly on Friday nights. If you come across 
them, expect to be engaged in conversation or to see some rather unrestrained 
behaviour — but then nightlife in Iceland isn’t known for its subtleties. 


Broadway Inside Park Inn Island, Armuli 9 (see 
map on pp.64—65). One of the country’s biggest 
nightspots prone to Vegas-style singing and danc- 
ing spectaculars, though occasionally with more 
interesting fare and popular with people of all ages, 
from teenagers to pensioners. 
Dubliner Hafnarstreti 4. Traditional Irish bar with 
wooden tables and floor which has live music 
every night. A popular place for an evening pint of 
Guinness or a beer. There’s also a decent selection 
of whiskies. 
h Gaukur a St6ng Tryggvagata 22. Down- 
Stairs is the closest thing to a traditional 
British watering hole, billing itself as Iceland’s 
oldest pub — true enough since Gaukur’s been 
plying liquor to the masses since 1983. Upstairs 
there’s a newly opened dancefloor which also hosts 
live music several nights of the week. 
Grand Rokk Smidjustigur 6. Smoky British-style 
pub serving Iceland’s cheapest beer (500kr) — so 
understandably popular. There’s also Munich’s 
wondrous Erdinger Weissbier available for 650kr. 
Live bands perform upstairs, generally at weekends. 
Hverfisbarinn Hverfisgata 20. Consistently 
Reykjavik’s most popular bar over the past couple 
of years and still going strong. This place attracts 
all the city’s young in-crowd who come to pose 
and pout in the large glass windows overlooking 
Hverfisgata. If you’re young and beautiful, or just 
think you are, you'll love it here. Often long queues 
to get in. Entrance 500kr. 


Gay Reykjavik 


: Nasa Austurvollur square. Housed in a former 

: theatre, next to Kaffi Thorvaldsen in Austurvollur 
square, this is Reykjavik’s biggest and best club 

: — the entrance is to the left of the wooden house 
: covered in corrugated iron. This is the place to be 
: geen with wild dance music all night long attracting 
Reykjavik’s well-dressed, well-heeled and well- 

: tipsy. Beer here costs 900kr. 

: Oliver Laugavegur 20a. Immediately recognizable 
: by a large red swirl on the front windows, this 

: is currently the bar and club in Reykjavik to be 

: geen in. Things may change but Oliver looks set to 
continue pull a 20-something crowd at weekends 
: who come to dance and strut on the dancefloor 

: upstairs. 

: Pravda Austurstrasti 22. Consistently one of 

- Reykjavik’s busiest nightclubs since it opened in 

: 1994, with a sizeable dancefloor which makes 

: this place one of the best for serious dancing. The 
: separate bar section is perfect for chilling-out and 
: hosts occasional jazz and reggae events. 

: Samt6dkin Laugavegur 3. The best place for gay 

: men and women to meet up — if the other places 

: listed are quiet, the chances are there'll always be 
: someone here. 

: Sirkus Klapparstigur 31. Reykjavik’s most Bohe- 

: mian bar and club which although it covers two 

: floors still conspires to be small and cramped. 

: Popular with an alternative crowd; Bjork has 

- even been known to DJ here when she’s in town. 
: There’s always a queue outside at weekends. 


Although a gay scene (Wwww.gayice.is) does exist in Reykjavik, it is very 
small and at times crashingly provincial in style and scale. There are just two 
exclusively gay bars in the capital and one mixed place — the best choice 
is the Samtékin bar, café and gay library all rolled into one at Laugavegur 
3 (552 7878, Wwww.samtokin78.1s), which welcomes lesbians and gay 
men; it’s open Mon & Thurs 8pm—11pm and Sat 2pm—5pm. To enter, walk 
through the arch with the red postbox, take the first door to the right and 
ride the lift to the fourth floor. The only other option is the smoky, male- 
only MSC leather bar (®893 9552, Wwww.msc.is) in Ingolfsstreti — ring 
the bell through the black metal gate opposite Kaffi Solon to gain entrance 
here. The mixed Café Cozy, at Austurstreti 3, is also worth a look, though 
it’s not going to be the highlight of your trip to the city. The only other 
place to meet gay men is the sauna at the Vesturbejarlaug swimming pool 
(see p.94). 

Gay Pride (Wwww.gaypride.is) always takes place on the second weekend 
in August. It’s a relatively small-scale though fun affair, with a procession of 
floats along Laugavegur topped by scantily-clad drag queens shivering from the 
cold, an evening of dancing and merrymaking and other cultural activities. For 
further information contact Samtokin (see p.50). 
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Live music, theatre and cinema 


There’s been a strong rock music network in Reykjavik for over two decades, 
represented originally by Bjork and the Sugarcubes, and more recently by 
groups such as Sigur Ros, though decent venues have always been thin on the 
ground, with most gigs taking place in one of the city’s restaurants. Besides the 
local talent, a lot of British and American acts use Icelandair as a cheap way to 
cross the Atlantic and they often do a show here on the way. Find out what’s 
on by checking with the tourist information office (see p.66) or by looking 
through their free handout What’s on in Reykjavik. The following establishments 
often have live music at weekends, featuring anything from jazz to rock: Café 
Amsterdam (©551 3800) at Hafnarstreti 5; Dubliner (551 3233) at Hafnarstreti 
4; Gaukur a Sténg (551 1556) at Tryggvagata 22; and the Hotel Borg (®551 
1440) at Posthusstreti 11. 

Remarkably, for such a small city, Reykjavik boasts several theatre groups, an 
opera, a symphony orchestra and a dance company. Unfortunately, major theatre 
productions and classical concerts, by the Icelandic Symphony Orches- 
tra, are a rarity in summer, but throughout the rest of the year there are full 
programmes of both. Events are chiefly held at the Djddleikhusid (551 1200, 
W www.leikhusid.is), the National Theatre at Hverfisgata 19, or the Haskolabié 
cinema complex (545 2500), home to the Symphony Orchestra, at Hagatorg 
off Sudurgata. The Icelandic Opera (©511 4200) is at Ingolfsstrati 2a, and the 
City Theatre (©568 8000) at Listabraut 3. 

The cinema is a better bet if you have time on your hands and little money 
in your pocket: new international releases are screened with subtitles. Admission 
is generally 900kr; see any of the newspapers (see Basics, p.43) for full listings 
or call the following cinemas direct: Regnboginn, Hverfisgata 54 (®551 9000) 
or Haskolabio, on Hagatorg, off Sudurgata (530 1919). More unusual is the 
worthwhile Volcano Show at Hellusund 6a (®845 9548), a two-hour set of 
films in two showings of recent Icelandic eruptions from daringly close quar- 
ters filmed largely by the engaging Villi Knudsen (part one 900kr, parts one 
& two 1150kr). During July and August part-one screenings in English (Villi 
Knudsen’s volcano adventures) begin at 11am, 3pm and 8pm, with part two 
(Heimaey and Surtsey eruptions) following at noon, 4pm and 9pm; the rest of 
the year part one starts at 3pm & 8pm, with part two following immediately 
at 4pm & 9pm. 


Activities 
Although there are plenty of attractions in and around Reykjavik to keep even 
the most demanding visitor occupied for several days, it’s easy access to some 
exceptional adventure activities that really makes the Icelandic capital such 
an appealing and unusual destination. Whale watching and puffin-spotting 
tours are available aboard boats which sail from the harbour right in the city 
centre; snowmobile trips, although not possible in the immediate vicinity of 
the capital, depart regularly from Reykjavik for several of the country’s south- 
eastern glaciers, and horse riding astride Iceland’s very own breed of horse, the 
Islandshestur, a short, stocky creature renowned for its unusual gait, is already 
inordinately popular. 

The swimming pool is to the Icelanders what the pub is to the British or 
the coffee shop to Americans. This is the place to come when in Reykjavik to 
meet people, catch up on the local gossip and to relax in divine geothermally 


heated waters. The locals loll around in the pools for hours, as there is no time 
limit on how long you can stay in the pool. Entrance fees are around 280kr; the 
cost is kept low by subsidies from the Icelandic taxpayer. 

Although Reykjavik is surrounded by superb hiking terrain, much of it is 
difficult to reach without your own transport. However, two excellent areas, 
both accessible by bus, lie within easy striking distance of the capital. Hengill, 
south of Reykjavik on the Ringroad towards Selfoss, offers the best hiking 
Opportunities around Reykjavik, whereas the slopes of Mount Esja, between 
Reykjavik and Akranes, offer steep climbs and superb views of the Greater 
Reykjavik region. 

Lastly, there are also several opportunites for skiing at Blafjoll, Skalafell and 
Hamragill, all of which are suitable for varying levels of expertise, from begin- 
ner upwards. 


Whale watching and puffin-spotting 

Operated by two companies, Elding (555 3565, Wwww.elding.is) and Whale 
Watching Centre (©533 2660, Wwww.hafsulan.is), whale-watching tours 
leave daily (April-Oct 9am & 1pm, plus 5pm in June-Aug; Whale Watching 
Centre 3800kr; Elding 3900kr) from A€gisgardur, the main jetty in Reykjavik 
harbour, between Geirsgata and Myrargata, sailing for Faxafl6i bay north of 
Reykjavik. On both tours you’re most likely to encounter minke whales, orcas, 
humpbacks and dolphins, although, occasionally, blue, fin and sei whales also 
put in an appearance. Although a little shorter (2hr 30min—3hr) than similar 
tours operating from Olafsvik on the Snefellsnes peninsula and Husavik up 
on the north coast, this tour not only offers exceptional value for money but 
also a chance to go puffin-spotting at close quarters since the vessels sail 
around Lundey and Akurey, two islands renowned for their large population 
of these birds which gather here to breed between late May and mid-August. 
The staggeringly large population of puffins comes in at around 30,000 (the 
total Icelandic puffin population is put at ten million and the average bird lives 
for around twenty-five years). Although it’s not possible to go ashore, it’s still 
a truly remarkable experience. From the boat you'll have a great view of the 
cliffs and grassy slopes which make up the island’s sides, and the burrows where 
the puffins live. The smell of guano here is also very strong. The birds remain 
on the islands until mid-August when they head out to sea for a period of 
approximately eight months. 


Snowmobiling 

The Activity Group (©580 9900; Wwww.activity.is) are the people to contact 
for snowmobile tours (May-Aug), though sadly they’re not in everybody’s 
price range. For a steep 20,900kr, you buy nine hours of sheer exhilaration on 
the Langjokull glacier, Iceland’s second largest, south of Husafell (see p.171) 
plus a tour round some of western Iceland’s other attractions. Although the 
price is high, if you’re intent on seeing this part of the country without your 
own transport it might be worth splashing out. Departures are daily at 8am 
from Reykjavik; you’ll head first for Hvalfjordur fjord before cutting inland 
to the Deildartunguhver hot spring (see p.171) and the Hraunfossar waterfalls 
(see p.172). From here the tour takes the Kaldidalur interior route (see p.173) 
towards the glacier, where you transfer to snowmobile — or to dog sled (same 
price) for a tour to the top of the icesheet. On from here you call at Pingvellir 
(see p.115) before returning to Reykjavik. A shorter, cheaper afternoon version 
(May—Aug; 6hr; 16,500kr) of the tour leaves Reykjavik daily at 11.30am head- 
ing straight for the glacier via Kaldidalur. 
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Horse riding 

Horse riding is an altogether less expensive option with several companies 
offering tours of anything from one hour to one day. The most established 
operator is Ishestar (555 7000, Wwww.ishestar.is), based in Hafnarfjordur at 
Sdrlaskeid 26. Most of their day tours operate all year round and range from 
a three-hour excursion around the local lavafields (daily 10am & 12.30pm; 
6200kr) to a seven-hour trip out to Geysir and Gullfoss (10am; 9700kr). 


Swimming 

The abundance of natural hot water around the capital means there’s a good 
choice of swimming pools, which are always at a comfortably warm 29°C, 
often with hot pots at 39-43°C. Opening hours are generally from 6.30am 
until around 10pm Monday to Friday, and from 8am or so until 8pm Saturday 
and Sunday. Remember you must shower without a swimming costume before 
entering the pools and thoroughly wash the areas of your body marked on 
the signs by the showers — because pool water in Iceland doesn’t contain large 
amounts of chlorine to kill germs as is common in most other countries. The 
best three city-centre pools are: Laugardalslaug (®553 4039), on Sundlaugave- 
gur and adjacent to the youth hostel (see p.71), Iceland’s largest outdoor swim- 
ming complex, complete with fifty-metre pool, four hot pots, a jacuzzi, steam 
room, waterslide and masseuse; Sundhollin (©551 4059), on Baronsstigur and 
close to Hallgrimskirkja, with an indoor 25-metre pool, two outdoor hot pots, 
plus single-sex nude sunbathing on outdoor terraces (svalir); and the recently 
modernized Vesturbejarlaug (©561 5004), on Hofsvallagata, with an outdoor 
25-metre pool plus three hot pots, a sauna, steam bath and solarium. Swimming 
costumes can be hired for a small charge at all three. 


Hiking 

Set in an area of lush vegetation, hot springs (harnessed by the Reykjavik 
District Heating Company to provide central heating for the capital) and 
volcanic activity, Hengill (803m) has around 125km of well-marked hiking 
trails, all detailed on free maps available at the tourist information centre in 
Reykjavik (see p.66). Hengill mountain, which dominates the area, is in fact 
a volcanic ridge (gill is an old Viking word that still exists in northern English 
dialects meaning cleft or ravine) that has erupted several times in the past, and 
the surrounding area is made up of numerous lavafields, craters, hot springs and 
bubbling mud pools — it’s therefore vital to follow marked paths that have been 
carefully laid out. To get here, take the 8.30am (daily June to Aug; Sept-May 
Mon-Fri only) long-distance bus from the BSI bus terminal to Selfoss and ask 
the driver to let you off at the bottom of the Hveradala hill at Kolvidarholl, 
from where you can start hiking, choosing a route that fits your time available 
and physical ability. To return to the capital, head back for the Ringroad and 
catch the daily all-year 4pm bus coming back from Selfoss. 

Proudly standing guard over Reykjavik, Mount Esja is a familiar sight to 
anyone who’s spent even a few hours in the capital. At 909m, the mountain 
appears to change colour — from light purple to deep blue, from light grey to 
golden — depending on the prevailing weather conditions and the light that 
reflects on the basalt rock and palagonite minerals which make up the moun- 
tain, although locals say it depends on her mood. Several hiking trails wind 
their way around the mountain — once again, a detailed itinerary is available 
from the tourist office — but it’s best to start out at Mogilsa where the Icelandic 
state forestry station has its base. From here an easy path leads up the mountain 
towards the rocky higher stretches. 


Skiing 

Although skiing is possible in the Reykjavik area, there’s so little daylight 
during the winter period that the amount of time you can actually spend skiing 
in the day is severely limited. For winter bus times to all of the ski areas below, 
call ®562 1011. 

Thirty minutes by car or bus outside the capital there are three winter down- 
hill skiing areas. The best of the bunch is Blafj6ll (Blue Mountains), 20km away 
with five ski areas of varying difficulty. For cross-country skiing there are tracks 
of 3-10km, with night skiing available on a five-kilometre route. Get here by 
taking the Ringroad east until you see a sign for Blafjoll — turn right onto 
Route 417 and follow the signs to the mountains. 

Skalafell lies to the northeast of Reykjavik and, once again, has beginner, 
intermediate and advanced hills though it isn’t as extensive as Blafjoll. Inciden- 
tally, if you’re a fan of chairlifts, you'll find Iceland’s longest here at 1500m. Excel- 
lent cross-country skiing is also available. From the capital take the Ringroad 
north until you see a sign for Pingvellir, turn right onto Route 36 and continue 
until you see a sign for Skalafell, finally turn left into the ski area. 

Heading east on the Ringroad for around twenty minutes until just beyond 
the turn for Route 39 — don’t take this road but continue one minute beyond 
it and turn into the ski area marked on the left — brings you to the Hamragill 
skiing area with its seven ski lifts. Pistes of varying degrees of difficulty are avail- 
able here, as are some decent cross-country routes. 


Listings 


Airlines Iceland Express, Sudurlandsbraut 24 

® 550 0600, W www.icelandexpress.com; Flugfélag 
islands, Reykjavik city airport ®570 3030, ® www 
airiceland.is; Icelandair switchboard ® 505 0300, 
@ www. icelandair.com; departure and arrival 
information for Keflavik airport on Teletext pp.420-1 
on the state Icelandic TV channel Sjnvarpid. 
Airport bus Flybus, BSi bus station @ 562 1011, 
W www. flybus.is. 

Alcohol store Austurstreti 10a Mon-Thurs & Sat 
11am—6pm, Fri 11am—7pm, ® 562 6511; Wwww 
.vinbud.is. 

Banks and exchange KB Banki, Austurstreeti 5 
®525 6000; Isiandsbanki, Lakjargata 12 ® 440 
4000; Landsbanki, Austurstreeti 11 © 410 4000. 
Bookshops Boksala Studenta, Hringbraut ® 570 
0777; Eymundsson, Austurstreti 18 ®511 1130; 
Mal og Menning, Laugavegur 18 © 515 2500, both 
Eymundsson and Mal og Menning sell English- 
language books and videos on Iceland, Icelandic— 


: @©587 1390; Budget, Dugguvogur 10 © 562 6060; 
: Hasso-lsland, Alfaskeid 115 ®555 3330; Hertz, 

- Flugvallabraut © 505 0600. 

: Dentist For the duty dentist call ®575 0505. 

: English spoken. 

Embassies and consulates Canada, Tungata 14 
: ©575 6500; UK, Laufasvegur 31 © 550 5100; 

: USA, Laufasvegur 21 © 562 9100. 

> Emergencies Fire, ambulance and police 

| @112. 

: Ferries Smyril Line, Stangarhyl 1 (570 8600, 

> Wwww.smyril-line.com), for the Smyril Line ferry 

: from Seydisfjdrdur to Torshavn (Faroe Islands), 

: Lerwick (Shetland Islands), Bergen (Norway) and 

> Hanstholm (Denmark); Videy island from Sundahofn 
: (®533 5055). 

- Internet Atlas Centre, Tourist Office, Adalstreeti 

: 2; Radhuskaffi, Reykjavik City Hall; Reykjavik 

: travel service, Leekjargata 2; Reykjavik city library 
: (Borgarbokasafn Reykjavikur; 5th floor), 


English dictionaries and foreign newspapers. Tryggvagata 15. 
Camping and outdoors equipment Utilif inthe | : Laundry Pvottahdsid Emla, Baronsstigur 3 
Kringlan shopping centre ®575 5100. All the gear © @552 7499. 


you’re likely to need for venturing into the Icelandic 
outdoors, from tents to clothing, fishing gear and 
bikes. 

Car rental ALP Dugguvogur 10 © 562 6060; Avis, 
Knarrarvogur 2 ©591 4000; Bilahdllin, Bildshdfdi 5 


: Lost property Police headquarters, Hverfisgata 

: 113-115 © 444 1000. 

: News in English There is an English-language 

: news summary on Teletext page 130 on the state 
: Icelandic TV channel, Sjonvarpid. 
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Pharmacies Lyfja, Lagmuli 5 (daily 8am—midnight; : Travel agents Activity Group, Tunguhals 8 


® 533 2300); Lyfja, Laugavegur 16 (Mon-Fri > 580 9900, ® www.activity.is; Iceland 
10am-7pm, Sat 10am—4pm; © 552 4045). : Excursions, Hofdatin 12 ®540 1313, @www 
Police Tryggvagata 19, ® 444 1000. : icelandexcursions.is; Reykjavik Excursions, BSI 
Post office Posthusstrati 5 (Mon-Fri 9am— : bus station, Vatnsmyrarvegur 10 © 562 1011, 
4.30pm; ®580 1000, ® www.postur.is). > Wwww.re.is. 


Around Reykjavik: Hafnarfjordur 
and Videy 


Home to two out of every three Icelanders, Greater Reykjavik is composed of 
the neighbouring municipalities of Seltjarnarnes, northwest of the city centre, 
Mosfellsbzr to the northeast, and, in the southwest, Hafnarfj6rdur, Gardabzr 
and Kopavogur, the last three of which are passed through by the road into the 
city centre from Keflavik airport. 

Comprising row upon row of neat, tidy suburban dwellings of dormitory 
overspill for Reykjavik, all but Hafnarfjéréur hold little of interest to the 
visitor. During the past twenty or thirty years several of these places, in 
particular Kopavogur and Gardaber, have grown enormously, sending shivers 
down the spines of city planners and politicians in Reykjavik who admit 
to fighting a losing battle to stem the flow of people from the villages and 
towns in the rest of the country, and new tax breaks and other incentives 
are constantly being dreamed up to prevent population overload — and ever- 
rising prices — in Reykjavik. Whether these measures succeed in the long 
term remains to be seen. 

Just outside Sundahdfn harbour, to the north of Reykjavik, the island of 
Videy makes an excellent destination for a short boat trip. It has some enjoy- 
able walking trails and is easily reached on a seven-minute ferry journey from 
Sundah6fn harbour, northeast of Laugardalur. 


Hafnarfjordéur 


Stealing the limelight from its neighbours thanks to its dramatic setting amid 
an extensive lavafield, Hafnarfjorour, with a population of around 23,000 and 
just 10km from the capital, is as big as the centre of Reykjavik, although it’s not 
as likeable. However, there are several good reasons to make the twenty-five 
minute bus ride out here, the main ones being to sample some real Viking food 
at the town’s Viking village, Fj6rukrain, and to learn more about the Icelanders’ 
obsession with elves, dwarves and other spiritual beings — Hafnarfjordur is 
renowned across the country as the home to the greatest concentration of 
huldufolk (“hidden people’). 

The town’s prosperity stems from its superbly sheltered harbour (Hafnar- 
fjordur meaning “the harbour fjord”) — 7000 years ago the volcano Burfell 
(see p.128), around 5km east of the centre, erupted, spewing lava out 
along the northern side of the fjord that is now home to Hafnarfj6rdur, 
creating a protective wall. At the beginning of the fifteenth century the village 
became a strategic centre for trade with England, which was then just starting 
up, and the harbour was often full of English boats profiting from the then rich 
fishing grounds offshore. Seventy-five years later, a dispute broke out between 
the English and newly arrived German fishermen who challenged, and won, 
the right to operate out of the burgeoning town. Their victory, however, was 
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shortlived, since Hafnarfj6rdur fell under the trade monopoly of the Danes 
in 1602, which lasted until 1787, when the place fell into obscurity. Today, 
however, the place is known for its inhabitants, called hafnies, the unfortunate 
subjects of many an Icelandic joke — it’s said, for example, that local children 
take ladders when they start at high school, which their parents also use to go 
shopping with if they hear that prices have gone up. Needless to say, Icelandic 
humour can be an acquired taste. 


Arrival, information and accommodation 

From Hlemmur and Lekjartorg in Reykjavik city centre, bus #S1 runs to 
Hafnarfj6rdur (every 10—20min Mon-Fri, every 30min Sat & Sun), passing the 
tourist information office (Mon-Fri 8am—5pm, also June—Aug Sat & Sun 
10am—3pm; ©585 5500, Wwww.hafnarfjordur.is), at Strandgata 6, and termi- 
nating outside the FjGrdur shopping centre, halfway along Fjardargata. 

There’s a decent outdoor swimming pool at Hringbraut 77 (®565 3080) 
and an indoor pool at Herjdlfsgata 10 (555 0088). If you’ve come to Hafnar- 
fjordur to go horse riding (see “Activities”, p.94), you’ll find Ishestar (555 
7000, W® www.ishestar.is), at SGrlaskeid 26, southeast of the town centre along 
Kaldarselsvegur. The library (Mon—Wed 10am—7pm, Thurs 9am—9pm, Fri 
11am—7pm, plus Oct—April Sat 11am—3pm; ©585 5690), diagonally opposite 
the tourist office at Strandgata 1, has Internet access. 
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There’s little reason to stay overnight in Hafnarfjordur, given that Reykjavik 
is so close, but should you wish to extend your visit here, Vidistadattin park 
off Flokagata, north of the centre, has a campsite (June to mid—Aug; 
W www.lavacamping.com; 1000kr per person) with hot and cold running 
water, and a guesthouse, Hafnarfjordur Guesthouse (D565 0900, Wwww 
-hafnarfjordurguesthouse.is; @; mid-May to mid-Sept) at Hjallabraut 51. East 
of the centre, at Lekjarkinn 8, there’s another guesthouse, Helguhus (®555 
2842, Wwww.helguhus.is; @) with a handful of rooms, and shared facilities 
including a kitchen. Upmarket hotel accommodation is available at the 
Viking Hotel (565 1213, Wwww.fjorukrain.is; @) at Strandgata 55, where 
all 42 rooms have private facilities and a Viking feel to the décor with lots 
of wooden flourishes and Gothic prints hanging on the walls; there’s also a 
sauna and hot tub for guests. 


The Town 

The harbour is the best place to start your wanderings. Home port for many 
of Iceland’s ocean-going trawlers, it’s an interesting spot for watching the 
bustle as fishermen land their catches, wash down their vessels and mend their 
nets. From here, it’s a five-minute walk south along Fjardargata to the round- 
about to the arts centre of Hafnarborg (Wed—Mon 11am—5pm; 400kr, free 
Fri) at Strandgata 34. In a fit of generosity the building was donated to the 
town by a local chemist and his wife in 1983 and today exhibits work by local 
Icelandic artists as well as doubling as a concert venue — it’s worth a quick 
look, but you’re more likely to satisfy your artistic appetite in Reykjavik. 
Walking south from here, crossing the roundabout into what is now Strand- 
gata, will take you towards the curious steeply roofed wooden structure called 
Fj6rukrain, set back from the seafront at no.55. Although a bit of a tourist 
trap, this hotel and restaurant is a good place to sample some pretty authentic 
Viking food (see opposite) 

From Fjérukrain, retrace your steps to the roundabout and follow Strandgata 
back towards the town centre. This is Hafnarfjordur’s diminutive main shopping 
street, though don’t expect the stores here to come close to the selection in 
Reykjavik — although the capital is only just down the road, this is provincial 
Iceland. Instead, the interest here lies in the fact that the street of Strandgata and 
neighbouring Austurgata are, according to Icelandic folklore, home to Hafnar- 
fjordur’s population of hidden people — elves, dwarves and other spirits who 
live in entire families between the rocks that are dotted around the town centre. 
Apparently elves are only visible to those with second sight, though a majority 
of Icelanders are quite prepared to admit they believe in them. In fact, an alarm- 
ing number of new roads constructed across the country have been subject to 
minor detours around large rocks after workers attempted to move the boulders 
only to find that their diggers and earth movers broke down time and again in 
the process. Should you be keen to try out your second sight, tours (Tues & Fri 
2.30pm; 2500kr; © 694 2785; W www.alfar.is) lasting an hour and led by guide 
and storyteller Sigurbj6rg Karlsdottir, weave their way through Hafnarfjordur 
visiting the homes of the huldufolk. 

A stone’s throw from the northern end of Strandgata, one block to the north 
of the harbour at Vesturgata 8, is Hafnarfj6rdur museum (June—Aug daily 
11am—5pm; Sept—-May Sat & Sun 1—5pm; 300kr), housed in a wooden ware- 
house dating from the late 1800s. Inside is a passable if somewhat dull portrayal 
of Hafnarfj6rdur’s life and times. Next door, across the main Reykjavikurvegur 
at Vesturgata 6, stands Sivertsens-Hus, the town’s oldest building, dating from 
1803 and once the residence of local trader, boat builder and man about town 


Bjarni Sivertsen, today home to a folk museum (same times and same entrance 
ticket). The interior is stuffed with dreary how-we-used-to-live paraphernalia 
from the nineteenth century. 

More rewarding than Hafnarfj6rdur’s slight attempt at culture are the views 
from Hamarinn cliffs — retrace your steps along the harbour front along 
Strandgata to the roundabout just before Fjorukrain, where you should turn left 
into Lekjargata, then head east along this road and take the footpath up the hill 
to the wall of lava you’ll see; this leads to the viewpoint. The protected wooded 
natural area up here offers good views out over the harbour and the surround- 
ing countryside and is a pleasant place to have a picnic when the weather's 
good. Incidentally, the ugly red- and white-striped towers you can see from 
here, which dominate the surrounding flat landscape of lavafields, belong to 
the vast aluminium smelter at Straumsvik, which imports its raw materials from 
Australia and uses local geothermal power to produce the metal. 


Eating 

Unusually for provincial Iceland, Hafnarfjordur throws up more than two 
eating opportunities, but by far the best option is the Viking-themed restau- 
rant-cum-hotel, Fjérukrain, at Strandgata 55 (see opposite). This is the place in 
Iceland to sample traditional Viking food, the best time to visit being during 
the old Icelandic month of Porri (from the Fri between Jan 19 & 25 until late 
Feb) when the hotel’s Fyorugardinn restaurant hosts nightly Viking banquets 
known as porrablot (4200kr excluding alcohol), offering the dubious delight 
of sampling traditional foods — rotten shark, singed sheep’s head, pickled rams’ 
testicles, squashed flat and eaten as a topping to an open sandwich — washed 
down with generous quantities of the potent Icelandic schnapps, Black Death. 
Should this fail to tempt you, you could always try their regular Viking dinner 
(6000kr), which is served year round and comprises fish and seafood soup, 
shark and dried haddock, lamb shank and skyr for dessert, accompanied by a 
half-litre of beer and some Black Death. In December there’s a smorgasboard- 
style Christmas buffet consisting of various hams, fish dishes and some of the 
more unusual fare listed above for 4400kr. Next door, Fjaran is altogether less 
touristy, with an atmosphere similar to a British country pub, replete with 
a beamed ceiling and brass plates hanging on the walls. Here they serve up 
delicious, if expensive, fresh fare such as a starter of smoked puffin in blueberry 
sauce with vegetables for 1050kr and a main dish of monkfish with bacon in 
a shellfish sauce at 2350kr, plus bottles of wine from a whopping 3320kr. If 
your conscience allows, there’s also grilled minke whale in a peppery cheese 
sauce for 2850kr. 

Alternatively, Tilveran at Linnetstigur 1 is the town’s most popular restau- 
rant with locals, renowned for its tasty fish dishes: salted cod with olives and 
onion is 2100kr, otherwise count on 2900kr for meat dishes. The respectable 
Sufistinn, at Strandgata 9, serves up sandwiches and snacks as well as some 
excellent cakes at reasonable prices — reckon on 800—-1100kr for something 
light. Close by at Vesturgata 4, the old-fashioned, wooden-beamed A Hansen 
has delicious seafood as well as lamb and meat dishes, though you’re looking 
at 2000—4000kr for a full meal. The light and airy Café Aroma, upstairs in the 
Fjordur shopping centre on Fyardargata, is a good café, with an unsurpassed 
view over the harbour through giant floor-to-ceiling windows. Here pasta 
dishes go for around 1290kr, fish of the day is 1690kr, beer is 550kr and the 
wicked chocolate cheesecake an indulgent 550kr. Just down the escalator 
from Aroma is the vinbud (alcohol store; Mon—Thurs & Sat 1lam—6pm, Fri 
1lam—7pm; ®565 2222). 
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Videy 


Barely a ten-minute walk north of the Laugardalur area along Dalbraut, which 
later mutates into Sundagardur, lies Videy (Wood Island — though it’s no longer 
forested; Wwww.arbaejarsafn.is), an island just outside Sundahdfn harbour, 
with a rich historical background. Actually the top of a now extinct volcano 
and measuring barely 1.7 square kilometres, the island was first claimed by 
Reykyavik’s original settler Ingolfur Arnarson as part of his estate. Archeologi- 
cal studies have shown that Videy was inhabited during the tenth century and 
that a church was built here sometime in the twelfth century, though it was 
for the Augustinian monastery, consecrated here in 1225, that Videy is better 
known. However, the island’s monks fled when, in 1539, representatives of the 
Danish king proclaimed Videy property of the Lutheran royal crown. Barely 
eleven years later, in 1550, Iceland’s last Catholic bishop, Jon Arason, regained 
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A Videy 


possession of the island through an armed campaign, restored the monastery 
and built a fort here to defend the island from his Lutheran enemies. Little did 
that help, however, and in the same year, Arason was beheaded and the Refor- 
mation, taking place across mainland Europe, began in Iceland. 

Two centuries of peace ensued and in 1751 Videy was given to the royal 
treasurer and sheriff, Skuli Magnusson, with the Rococo-style Videy- 
jarstofa, Iceland’s first stone building, being built as his residence four years 
later. In 1817, the island passed into the ownership of the President of the High 
Court, Magnus Stephensen, who brought Iceland’s only printing press to 
Videy, further enhancing the tiny place’s claim as the country’s main centre of 
culture since the establishment of the Augustinian monastery here. Following 
several more changes of ownership, the City of Reykjavik finally bought the 
island in 1983. 


Around the island 

Videy is easily accessible from Sundah6fn harbour, northeast of Laugardalur, 
reached by bus #12 from Lekjartorg (see p.66) in the city centre and #16 
from H6tel Lofileidir and the BSI bus station (see p.64). From the harbour, the 
ferry (early May to early Sept daily lpm, 2pm, 3pm, 4pm, 5pm & 7pm; 750kr 
return; ®533 5055;Wwww.ferja.is) takes just seven minutes. Between late May 
and early Sept there’s also a daily sailing at noon from the main harbour in 
Reykjavik to Videy. 

A short walk up the path from the jetty where the ferry deposits you is 
Videyjarstofa, Skuli Magntisson’s residence, the oldest stone building in the 
country and now an expensive but excellent restaurant (© 660 7886; booking 
recommended). Designed in simple Rococo style by the architect who worked 
on the Amalienborg royal palace in Copenhagen, its outer walls are made of 
basalt and sandstone whilst the interior is of Danish brick and timber. Standing 
next to the restaurant is Iceland’s second oldest church, consecrated in 1774, 
and worth a glance inside for its original interior furnishings and Skuli’s grave 
beneath the altar. Walk east of here to the site of the old fort, Virkiéd, of which 
nothing now remains, to see the Skili Magntsson monument (he died here 
in 1794) and Danadys (Danes’ Grave), the final resting place for a number of 
Danish citizens who lived on the island over the centuries. 

There’s little else to do on Videy other than enjoy the spectacular views of 
the mainland and take a stroll on one of the many paths that lead around 
the island. From Videyjarstofa, a road heads beyond the island’s schoolhouse 
to the easternmost point, from where a path takes over, following the south 
coast back towards the ferry jetty, skirting a protected area (closed May 
& June) that’s home to thousands of nesting birds. Alternatively, from the 
easternmost point, a track leads back along the north coast past the restau- 
rant and out to the northwestern part of the island, Vesturey, a peninsula 
connected to the main island by the small isthmus, Eidi. The greatest coastal 
rescue Iceland has ever seen took place off the island’s westernmost point 
in October 1944 after the Canadian destroyer HMCS Skeena, with over two 
hundred men on board, ran aground in heavy seas and blizzard conditions. 
Although fifteen crew members perished, the remainder were rescued by a 
team of Icelanders led by Einar Sigurdsson who was later awarded the MBE 
for his courage and guidance. Whilst in the western part of the island keep 
an eye out, too, for the Afangar (stages), an alfresco exhibit by the American 
sculptor Richard Serra, consisting of nine pairs of basalt columns arranged in 
ring formation: when viewed from the correct angle, they frame landmarks 
visible on the mainland. 
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Travel details 


: (daily; 50min); Porlakshofn (2 daily; 1hr). 


: Reykjavik to: Akureyri (7 daily; 50min); Bildudalur 
: (daily; 40min); Egilsstadir (5 daily; 1hr); Gjogur 

: (2 weekly; 50min); Héfn (1 daily; thr); (safjéréur 

: (2 daily; 40min); Saudarkrokur (1 daily; 45min); 

: Westman Islands (2-3 daily; 30min). 


. 


: Reykjavik to: Videy (early May to early Sept 
: 7 daily; 7min). 


The bus details given below are relevant for May to 
September; for winter times, visit @ www.bsi.is. 
Reykjavik to: Akranes (5 daily; 50min); Akureyri 

(2 daily; 6hr); Bldnduds (2 daily; 4hr); Blue Lagoon 
(6 daily; 40min); Borgarnes (4 daily; 1hr 10min); 
Buoardalur (5 weekly; 4hr); Bru (2 daily; 2hr); 
Gullfoss/Geysir (daily; 2hr 30min); H6fn (daily; 8hr); 
Holmavik via Bru (3 weekly; 6hr 30min); isafjordur 
via Bru and Holmavik (3 weekly; 12hr 30min); 
Olafsvik (daily; 3hr); Saudarkrékur (daily; Shr 
30min); Siglufjordur (6 daily; 7hr); Skaftafell (daily; 


6hr); Stykkisholmur (daily; 2hr 30min); Pingvellir 


103 


sy6yubIH | GNV1491 NHALSAMHLNOS 


104 


CHAPTER 2 


in the steaming waters of 
Iceland’s best known thermal 
spa, set amongst the 
Reykjanes Peninsula’s barren 
lava flows. See p.107 


* The Golden Circle Circuit 


three of the country’s most 
famous sights — the rift valley 
at Pingvellir, Geysir’s spurt- 
ing pools, and Gullfoss, the 
Golden Falls — on a day-trip 
from the capital. See p.113 


Landmannalaugar Camp out 
at hot springs surrounded by 
rugged rhyolite mountains, 
right on the edge of Iceland’s 
Interior. See p.131 


Highlights 


* Blue Lagoon Soak outdoors 


%* Laugavegur Follow this four- 
day hiking trail between Land- 
mannalaugar and Pérsmork, 
through some exceptional 
scenery. See p.132 


* PérsmGrk A beautifully 


wooded highland valley, 
surrounded by glaciers, that 
makes a great spot to camp, 
hike, or just party away the 
long summer days. See p.143 


Heimaey Largest of the West- 
man Islands, this is a great 
spot to unwind, witness recent 
volcanic catastrophe, and 
become intimate with puffins. 
See p.149 


4 Porsmork 


Southwestern Iceland 


pread either side of Reykjavik, southwestern Iceland extends 

barely 200km from end to end, but nowhere else are the country’s 

key elements of history and the land so visibly intertwined, and it’s 

a pivotal region for both Icelanders and tour-group itineraries alike. 
Here you’ll see where Iceland’s original parliament was founded over a 
thousand years ago, sites that saw the violence of saga-age dramas played 
out, and where the country’s earliest churches became seats of power and 
learning. Culture aside, if you’re expecting the scenery this close to Reykjavik 
to be tame, think again: the southwest contains some of Iceland’s most iconic 
— and frequently explosive — landscapes, compelling viewing whether used as 
a simple backdrop to a day’s drive, or as an excuse to spend a week trekking 
cross-country. 

The region splits into four well-defined areas. Southwest of Reykjavik, bleak, 
semi-vegetated lava fields characterize the Reykjanes Peninsula, though the 
famous Blue Lagoon adds a splash of colour, while there’s good whale-watching 
potential out from Keflavik, a service town for the nearby adjacent international 
airport. Due east of Reykjavik, a clutch of essential historical and geologi- 
cal features — including the original parliament site at Dingvellir, Geysir’s hot 
water spouts, and Gullfoss’ rainbow-tinged cataract — are strung out around the 
Golden Circle, an easy route tackled by just about every visitor to the country. 
Then there’s the central south, a broad stretch of grassy river plains further 
southeast again, whose inland features the blasted landscape surrounding the 
volcano Hekla, and hot springs at Landmannalaugar; while back on its coast 
the rolling farmland of Njal’s Saga country is dotted with landmarks from this 
famous tale. Further east, there’s beautiful scenery around the glaciated high- 
land valley of Porsmork, along with some spectacular waterfalls down near the 
highway, which runs out of the region via the coastal hamlet of Vik. Offshore, 
a short ferry ride or flight from the mainland brings you to Heimaey, the small, 
intimate core of the Westman islands, alive with birdlife and further recent 
proof of Iceland’s unstable vulcanology. 

The southwest enjoys good access: most roads — with the exception of a 
few on the Reykjanes Peninsula, around Hekla, and those to Landmannalau- 
gar and Porsmork — are surfaced and generally accessible year-round. Buses 
ply the Golden Circle and coastal Ringroad to Vik throughout the year, with 
Landmannalaugar and Porsmoérk connected over the summer; services around 
the Reykjanes Peninsula are more restricted, though you can easily get to the 
Blue Lagoon or Keflavik. The climate here is relatively mild, despite being the 
wettest, windiest part of the country, prone to fog along the coast and poten- 
tially heavy snowfalls through the year on higher ground. 
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The Reykjanes Peninsula 


The Reykjanes Peninsula, Iceland’s southwestern extremity, provides most 
visitors with their first look at the country, as they exit Keflavik’s international 
airport and take Route 41 east towards Reykjavik. Unfortunately, local vistas 
are unremittingly barren — rough, contoured piles of lava and distant peaks, the 
rocks only coloured by a light dusting of lichen and mosses — and, lured by 
grander prospects elsewhere, most people leave Reykjanes behind without a 
second thought. But if you’ve a few hours to fill in — while waiting for a flight, 
perhaps — the peninsula is conveniently close to the capital and has plenty to 
offer: there’s the Blue Lagoon, Iceland’s most renowned spa; Keflavik is a 
departure point for summer whale-watching trips; and there’s a wild, rocky 
coastline with associated birdlife and lonely ruins — not to mention a museum 
at Grindavik to that great Icelandic icon, the cod. 

The peninsula is covered in hiking trails, taking anything from a few 
minutes to several days to complete — the most detailed map of the region is 
Landmeelingar Islands’ Sudvestururland 1:75,000. Be prepared to carry plenty of 
water (there are few sources anywhere on the peninsula), and note that there’s 
almost no soft ground to pitch a tent on. 

The Reykjavik—Keflavik highway (Route 41) is surfaced, as is the road south 
off this to the Blue Lagoon and Grindavik (Route 43), and much of the coastal 
stretch between Keflavik and Grindavik. Other roads are mostly gravel, and can 
be rough going at times. Buses run daily all year from Reyjavik to Keflavik 
and the airport, and from Reyjavik to the Blue Lagoon and Grindavik; and the 
region is also covered on numerous tours from the capital — see Reykjavik 
“Listings” (p.96). 


The Blue Lagoon and Keflavik 


Heading west from the capital, the straight, fast 40km Reykjavik—Keflavik high- 
way is the busiest road in Iceland. After the satellite suburb of Hafnarfjordur 
(p.96) drops away, you're confronted with the peninsula’s bald vistas: ranges 
frame the horizon, with the flat, petrified lava flow of Pransskjaldarhraun in 
between, blistered with solidified burst gas bubbles and resembling the top of a 
badly baked cake. Keilir, the distant conical mountain rising over it all, can be 
accessed by turning south off the highway approximately 11km west of Hafnar- 
fjOrdur onto a rough gravel road (you can also hike here from the south through 
Mohialsadalur; see p.112). Some 8km along, a four-wheel-drive track climbs a 
bank and heads towards the mountain, though you’ll still have to walk the final 
4km or so across a twisted lava plain. The ascent is easier than it appears, and, for 
some reason, there’s a book to sign at the 379-metre-high summit. Otherwise, 
stay on the highway until you reach the amply signed intersection 8km short 
of Keflavik, where Route 43 heads down to the Blue Lagoon and Grindavik 
(for more of which, see p.111). 


The Blue Lagoon 


Known in Icelandic as Blaa l6nid, the % Blue Lagoon (April, May & Sept 
daily 10am—9pm; June—Aug daily 9am—10pm; Oct—March daily 1lam—8pm; 
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W www.bluelagoon.com; 1400kr) is Iceland’s most trumpeted bathing spot. As 
popular with locals as it is with tourists, it’s absurdly expensive but worth every 
krona, especially on cold days, when thick fog swirls over the warm, milky-blue 
water while your hair, dampened by vapour, freezes solid. 

The Blue Lagoon is actually artificial, dug into the middle of a flat expanse 
of black lava blocks and filled by outflow from the nearby Svartsengi ther- 
mal power station, whose glowing lights and organic loops of silver piping 
are sadly no longer within sight of the waters. Svartsengi taps into steam vents 
fed by sea water seeping down into subterranean hot pots, and by the time it 
emerges at Blue Lagoon it has cooled to a comfortable 38°C. There are decora- 
tively positioned caves and arches, a sauna, and the famous silvery-grey silt, said 
to cure skin disorders — Icelanders scoop handfuls off the bottom and smear it 
all over their bodies, and the shop sells beauty products made from it. Whatever 
the effects on your skin, hair takes a real battering from the lagoon’s enriched 
mineral content; rub conditioner in as protection before bathing. 

Up to six daily buses run here year-round from the BSI terminal in Reykjavik 
(return fare plus entry 3400kr), some of which continue to Grindavik, others 
to the airport. The Blue Lagoon’s café has sandwiches, ice cream and drinks, 
and there’s also a reasonable restaurant — both are expensive, however. If you’re 
after local accommodation, the Northern Light Inn (426 8650, Wwww 
northernlightinn.is; @) is right by the power station and offers guests cosy 
rooms, a good restaurant and free airport transfers. 


Keflavik 


Stretching for 5km along the seafront, KEFLAVIK and its adjoining satellite 
Njardvik — collectively known as Reykjanesber — between them form the 
Reykjanes Peninsula’s biggest centre, with a population of around 11,000. Kefla- 
vik was a trading port as far back as the sixteenth century, but it was World War 
II that really established the town, when US defence forces stationed here built 
an airstrip to the west of the town. After Iceland joined NATO in 1949 — an 
event that sparked a riot in Reykjavik — the US persuaded Iceland into allow- 
ing them to expand the airstrip as a supply and refuelling base for their aircraft, 
and for over fifty years Keflavik flourished alongside as a service centre. Then, 
in 2006 the US government abruptly announced that it was closing down the 
facility and removing the helicopters and fighter jets based here. Although many 
Icelanders celebrated the news, the reality is that the country is now defenceless 
and — rather more importantly — a city of over 2000 workers has suddenly lost its 
major employer. Military helicopters were also used by emergency services and 
the coastguard, and the expense of replacing them will be considerable. 

As far as tourism is concerned, Keflavik has always been a functional place, 
not really a stopover of choice unless you want to catch an early flight from the 
airport (see p.63), just 5km west, or hook up with a whale-watching tour 
aboard the Moby Dick (© 421 7777, Wwww.dolphin.is), with June to August the 
most likely time to spot minke whales, porpoise and dolphin; if you’re excep- 
tionally lucky, blue whales or orca may show. Tours run from mid-April to late 
October, last around three hours, cost 3400kr, and you’ll need warm clothing. 
Both companies can also collect from Reykjavik accommodation and deliver 
to the airport. 


Practicalities 

The highway from Reykjavik divides on the outskirts of town, the left hand 
fork heading directly to the International Airport, and the right-hand fork 
ploughing on for about three kilometres through predominantly residential 


Njardvik — marked by the post office and Samkaup supermarket (Mon-Sat 
10am—7pm, Sun noon—7pm) — to the core of businesses that make up Keflavik, 
before fizzling out at Keflavik harbour. The SBK bus station (W www:sbk.is) is 
at the harbour, with up to five buses daily to Reykjavik: most accommodation 
can arrange an airport bus or Blue Lagoon transfer, or you can call a taxi (0421 
4141 or 421 1515). Keflavik’s services are all around the main road Hafnargata, 
including tourist information and Internet access (Mon—Fri 10am—8pm, Sat 
10am—4pm), both in the library behind the Flug Hotel, and banks. 

The nearest campsite is Alex (mid-May to mid-Sept; ©421 2800, Wwww 
.alex.is), 5km away near the International Airport, with showers, a kitchen, and 
laundry. Njardévik’s [YHA youth hostel (©421 8889, Wwww.hostel.is; sleep- 
ing bag 2000kr), just after you enter town off the highway at Fitjabraut 6A, 
has a dreary blocky exterior, but is warm and well equipped; it’s easily missed, 
however — look for the blue triangular logo. There’s upmarket hotel accom- 
modation in Keflavik around the intersection of Hafnargata and Vatnsnesvegur, 
at either Flug Hotel (©421 5222, Wwwwflughotel.is; @) or the adjacent Hotel 
Keflavik (© 420 7000, ®www.kef.is; @), who also run a low-key guesthouse 
opposite (@); both are modern transit hotels. 

Keflavik’s places to eat are all beyond the Flug Hotel on Hafnargata, and 
include the culturally confused Paddy’s Irish Bar & Pizzeria, though the best 
food is at the long-established Rain — they’ve got pizzas, fish dishes and salads 
(the grilled-chicken salad is very tasty) — and it’s also a comfortable place 
for a drink. 


Garour and Sandgerodi 


In fair weather, the peninsula west of Keflavik is an easy place to spend a couple 
of hours trolling around in a car. GARDUR is the first place to aim for, a tiny, 
scattered community just 7km from town, with a small museum (May-—Sept 
daily 1-5pm; 500kr) of fishing memorabilia and farm gear.A grassed-over ridge 
marks the remains of an old wall, apparently the original eleventh-century 
estate boundary; the discovery of nine Viking graves found south of here in the 
1850s supports the theory. Later associations can be found at the nineteenth- 
century Utskalakirkja, a church dedicated to Iceland’s only saint, Porlakur 
Borhallsson, bishop at Skalholt in 1178-93 (see p.119). Reykjanes’ northwest- 
ern tip, Gardskagi, is marked by two lighthouses; the older, red-striped affair is 
right on the seafront and was once used to monitor bird migrations. Its base is 
a sheltered spot to look seawards — with a pair of binoculars you can spot seals, 
eider ducks, turnstones, gannets and assorted wading birds. 

Heading south of here for another 6km brings you to SANDGERDI, a small 
fishing village with a busy harbour and another lighthouse. At the harbour, 
Fraedasetrid Nature Centre (Mon-Fri 9am—noon & 1—5pm, Sat 1—5pm; 
500kr) is a research centre investigating newly discovered invertebrate marine 
creatures found off Reykjanes, but there’s also a display of larger stuffed animals 
and, for enthusiasts, extensive files on local botany and geology to sort through. 
Pick of the exhibits is a huge walrus in the lobby; these are unknown in this 
area, though they appear on the town coat of arms. Vitinn restaurant, at the 
harbour entrance, has good seafood and lamb dishes. 

A final 7km south past a huge arctic tern colony, another church, and a 
grouping of abandoned, century-old stone sheep-pens opposite Bali (Washtub) 
farm, brings you to the end of the road at the orange Stafnes lighthouse; views 
from here take in heavy surf and distant airport buildings. There’s a half-day 
walking trail south along the coast from Stafnes to Hafnir (see p.110), which 
after about 1km passes the site of Basendar, the Reykjanes Peninsula’s largest 
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trading town until it was totally destroyed by an overnight storm in January 
1799 — killing just one person.Very little remains besides nondescript rubble. 


southern Reykjanes: from Hafnir 
to Krisuvik 


The road to southern Reykjanes splits off the Reykjavik—Keflavik highway a 
little before Keflavik, running for 35km past prime bird-watching sites, a scat- 
tering of historic and geological sites around Reykjanesta, and winding up at 
the historic fishing settlement of Grindavik. From here, a rougher 21km track 
continues east through characteristically dire lava plains and loose shale hills to 
Krisuvik, with more coastal scenery, an abandoned fishing camp, and some 
inland hiking potential on the way. Buses only run as far as Grindavik, so you'll 
need your own transport to see the rest. 

The first stop is 10km along at HAFNIR, another speck of a settlement based 
around a harbour and old wooden church, by which is a large, rusting anchor, 
a memento from the 1870 wreck of the schooner Jamestown. Hafnir’s harbour 
is pretty inactive nowadays, but the adjacent former fish-processing factory has 
been painted lilac and green and converted into the Sefiskasafnid (May—Sept 
daily 2—4pm; 500kr), an aquarium and halibut farm with display tanks full of 
local fish and crustaceans. 

There’s a bit more of interest south of Hafnir, where the road crosses a 
positively lunar landscape strewn with virtually unvegetated lava rubble 
— probably through a combination of salt spray and porous soil, which sees 
rainwater drain straight into the earth. For a closer look, cairns (locally 
known as “priests”, because they point the way but never go there themselves) 
around 5km from Hafnir mark the start of the relatively easy fifteen-kilometre 
Prestsastigur walking trail southeast to Grindavik, and also a shorter trail 
west from a roadside parking bay 2km further on to some avian real estate on 
the coastal Hafnaberg cliffs. This latter route takes about forty-five tiring 
minutes over sandy slopes — beware of aggressive, ground-nesting greater 
skuas — past two large volcanic “blisters”, and finally ends on top of forty- 
metre-high cliffs. From spring through to autumn, these are home to tens of 
thousands of nesting kittiwakes and fulmars, along with a dusting of shags and 
black guillemots, all of which you'll hear (and smell) well before you crawl up 
to look over for a peek — loose soil and strong winds make standing up near 
the edge extremely dangerous. 


Reykjanesta 


Ten kilometres south of Hafnir, Reykjanesta is the Reykjanes Peninsula’s 
southwestern extremity, the seascapes here embellished by the white tower 
of Reykjanesviti, one of the area’s more interesting lighthouses. To reach it, 
turn off the main road at the steaming salt-making plant — the only building 
along the way, but unmistakable anyway — and keep going until you’re under 
Reykjanesviti around 2km later. Standing some way from the sea atop a knoll, it 
replaced Iceland’s first lighthouse, which for seventeen years stood on high cliffs 
overlooking the stormy surf until an earthquake knocked it down in 1896. 
About 100m further on is a parking area beside the cliff where the lighthouse 
originally stood; it’s an easy walk up the grassy back to enjoy views across the 
ocean to Eldey, a tall platform of rock rising straight out of the sea 15km to 


the southwest. This is Europe’s biggest gannet colony, and has the sad distinc- 
tion of being where the last known pair of great auks (and their single egg) 
were destroyed on June 3, 1844. These flightless sea birds looked like giant 
razorbills and were common right across the north Atlantic until being hunted 
into extinction for their meat and oil. From the mainland at least, it’s hard to 
believe that a flightless bird ever roosted on Eldey’s sheer cliffs, but the back of 
the island has more accessible niches. 

Back on land, a bumpy circuit back to the main road takes you to another 
patch of greenery at Gunnuhver thermal springs, a small area of bubbling, 
muddy pools into which an eighteenth-century witch was dragged by a magic 
rope after she’d killed her landlord. As always at hot springs, stay on the board- 
walks and take care. 


Grindavik 


GRINDAVIK is a sizeable town for this part of the country, a well-serviced 
fishing port of two thousand souls 14km east of Reykjanesta, where coastal 
roads and Route 43 (via the Blue Lagoon) from the Reykjavik—Keflavik high- 
way meet. Like Keflavik, Grindavik has a long history as a trading centre and 
was important enough to be raided by pirates looking for slaves and plunder in 
1627; unlike Keflavik, however, its harbour remains busy and is now given over 
to a sizeable fishing fleet, whose catches are processed at a factory here. 

All this has spawned Saltfisksetur Islands, the Icelandic Saltfish Museum 
(daily 11am—6pm; 500kr), down near the harbour on Hafnargata, whose 
motto “Lifid er saltfiskur” — “Life is saltfish” — kicks off a fine display of 
models, videos, dioramas and life-sized photos, all laced with the pervasive 
aroma of cod. It’s no exaggeration to say that modern Iceland was built on 
the back of this fish: the country’s original coat of arms, ratified by the Albing 
in 1593, was a golden cod, filleted, crowned on a red field. Fishing started off 
slowly as a seasonal adjunct to farming, however, the catch preserved as wind- 
dried stockfish until better methods became available when salt began to be 
imported in bulk during the nineteenth century. This point coincided with 
the first large, ocean-going vessels being used in Iceland, increasing catches 
six-fold and sparking a new industry that undermined Iceland’s traditional 
agricultural economy by drawing people off the land to swell coastal settle- 
ments. Today, saltfish accounts for sixty percent of Iceland’s annual exports, 
the fish ending up mostly in Spain, West Africa, and South America. One 
strange void in the display is any mention of the “Cod Wars” between Iceland 
and Britain during the 1970s (see Contexts, p.354), in which Grindavik was 
— given its history — presumably involved. 

Fish aside, the town is also strategically placed at the intersection of many 
of the Reykjanes Peninsula’s walking trails, which start right at the town’s 
boundaries. Local trails include a three-kilometre track heading north off 
Route 43 to the obvious pinnacle of Porbjarnfell (231m);another good walk 
follows the coast east from town for 3km to the apex of Festarfjall (202m), the 
remains of a volcano core and splashed with purple, potash-rich rocks. 


Practicalities 

Grindavik is arranged on the low slopes around its harbour. Route 43 drops 
south into town as Vikurbraut, where buses from Reykjavik via the Blue 
Lagoon (daily throughout the year), and Keflavik (daily in summer) pull in 
at a shopping complex with supermarket and bank. Ranargata heads 250m 
down to the harbour from here, and halfway along you cross the intersection 
with Hafnargata: turn right onto Hafnargata and the Saltfish Museum is just on 
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the left; or turn left for the fish factory. There’s accommodation in town 
either at the campground behind the shopping complex, or near the museum 
at Heimagisting Borg (©895 8686, @bjorksv@simnet.is; ©), Borgarhraun 2. 
For food, Brim, facing the museum on Hafnargata, is a down-to-earth diner 
patronized by factory workers, with fish-oriented lunchtime specials and a lively 
evening bar; the Mama Mia pizzeria is next door. 


Selatangar, Reykjanesfolkvangur and 
Krisuvik 


The gravel road east from Grindavik winds over the back of Festarfjall’s volcanic 
core and then twists down again to run parallel to the coast along the base of a 
rugged, boulder-strewn range. About 12km along, a marked track heads 1.7km 
south to end at a parking area above a small shingle and sand beach. Have a good 
look at the distinctive lava flow immediately west — you can see how the front 
hardened into a wall as it hit the water and then piled up with the weight of the 
lava behind it — before following a walking track east, defined by rocks and 
driftwood. This brings you, in about ten minutes, to the remains of Selatangar, 
a seasonal fishing settlement last used in the 1880s and comprising lava-block 
dwellings perched above the sea, ranging from buildings the size and shape of a 
hollow cairn through to large, walled-in caves. There’s far more here than you 
realize at first, but poke around and you'll soon find a score or more sites, some 
almost completely intact, others just foundations — look for carefully made walls, 
and neatly framed window and door lintels. No roofs have survived; these may 
well have been constructed from driftwood (plenty washes up here) or weather- 
proofed cloth. With near constant wind howling in from the south, rapidly 
bringing in and dispersing fog with little warning, Selatangar can be quite spooky 
— some say that there’s even a resident ghost — and it doesn’t take much imagina- 
tion to conjure up what life was like here when the place was last occupied. 

Back on the main road and not far past the Selatangar track, a minor road 
twists northwards up a ridge. Just over the other side is the broad and unex- 
pectedly fertile Mohalsadalur, a valley extending 14km northeast through the 
centre of Reykjanesfolkvangur, a three-hundred-square-kilometre nature 
reserve; there’s good camping here (but no facilities), and a set of hiking tracks 
running north to Keilir (see p.107). 

If you don’t follow this road, it’s another 9km from the Selatangar junction 
to Krisuvik, a region farmed since Settlement times, though today the site is 
basically just a wooden chapel the size of a large dog kennel. Shortly before you 
reach the church, there’s a rough track 6km south to the coast at Krisuvikur- 
berg, for which you might need four-wheel-drive or at least high clearance. 
Krisuvikurberg is a long, curved, vertical cliff topped by a crust of green grass 
(an unusual sight for this part of the coast), packed solid all summer long with 
nesting birds: the cliffs are kittiwake grand central, and the turf is riddled with 
puffin burrows. The east end is topped by a triangulation point, with wonderful 
seascapes from the red scoria headland behind. 

Krisuvik also marks an intersection, with one road heading 54km east to 
Hverargerdi (see p.122), and the other running 3km north past Greenavatn, 
a pale-green crater lake, to the Seltun hot springs. This was the site of a 
moderately impressive geyser until it exploded in 1999, leaving a large, steaming 
grey pond, but boardwalks climb up to where hot water and steam continue to 
bubble out of the hills above. Beyond Selttin, the road skirts the western shore of 
Kleifarvatn, a five-kilometre-long lake filling the upper reaches of the Krisu- 
vik valley, for the final 20km run north back to Route 41 at Hafnarfjordur. 


The Golden Circle 


The name Golden Circle might be a tourist-industry tag, but it’s also apt, as 
this broad circuit east from Reykjavik covers many of Iceland’s best-known 
features and touches on the root of much of its history. The key area is Pingvel- 
lir, whose dramatic rift valley and associated lake mark the area where the 
Icelandic state sprang into being in Viking times. East from here on the banks 
of the Hvita is the religious centre of Skalholt, while following the river north- 
east takes you past Geysir, the original hot blowhole that has lent its name to 
similar vents worldwide, to Gullfoss’ powerful twin cataracts. Visitors — local 
and foreign — flock to the main sights, mostly on hurried day-trips or weekend 
camping excursions; if this sounds discouraging, stay a little longer and you’ll 
soon escape the crowds. 

Making your own way around, head either northeast from Reykjavik along 
Route 36 straight to Pingvellir, or take the Ringroad southeast via Hveragerdi 
to Selfoss (pp.122-125), from where separate roads run up to bingvellir and the 
Geysir—Gullfoss area. Buses from Reykjavik run daily through the summer, 
either direct to Pingvellir, or via Geysir to Gullfoss. 

Another way to cover the highlights is to take a Golden Circle tour from 
Reykjavik with Iceland Excursions (Wwww.icelandexcursions.is), who will 
pick up from any Reykjavik accommodation, or with Reykjavik Excursions 
(run by the BSI; see p.96 for details). Tours depart daily year-round, cost from 
6200kr, last up to nine hours, and are best booked a day in advance. With 
English-speaking guides providing commentary, the tour crams in hothouses at 
Hveragerdi (see p.122), the church at Skalholt, assorted craters, Gullfoss, Geysir 
and, unless there’s been serious snow, Pingvellir. It’s an ambitious schedule for 
a single day and necessarily superficial, though many people also find that a 
disproportionate amount of time is given to stopovers at the numerous gift 
shops and cafés that line the way. If you’re planning on tackling the Kjélur 
route at any stage (p.337), it’s probably not worth bothering with a Golden 
Circle tour, as you'll stop off at Gulfoss and Geysir in any case. 


Pingvellir and around 


The region northeast of Reykjavik is scarred by one of the world’s great 
geological boundaries, a rift valley marking where the North American 
and Eurasian continental plates are physically tearing apart. It was in this 
monumental landmark that Iceland’s clan chieftains, or godar, first gathered 
in the tenth century to formalize their laws and forge a national identity for 
themselves (see box, p.116). Although this rift stretches right across Iceland, 
nowhere else is it so expansively evident — a four-kilometre-wide, forty- 
metre-deep slash in the landscape, sided in basalt columns and extending for 
16km from Iceland’s largest lake, Pingvallavatn, to the low, rounded cone of 
the Skjaldbreidur volcano in the northeast. Pingvellir itself — the “assembly 
plains” where the chieftains met at the southwestern end of the rift — has been 
protected since 1930 as a national park. 

The main road here is Route 36, which runs northeast of Reykjavik to 
Dingvellir (an often dangerously icy section in winter) and then south to Selfoss 
and the Ringroad, with the Rekjavik stretch covered from late May until 
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g 6km north from Pingvallavatn to the 


mannsfell — said to be the abode of the region’s mythical guard- 
ian, Armann Dalmannsson — and around the same distance east towards the 


solitary massif of Hrafnabjorg. The main focus is, of course, Pingvellir itsel 
on Route 36 around 2km north of the church 


the road descends into the rift. They have a phone, free hot showers, basic café, 
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Almannagja, the region’s most impressive rift wall. 
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Buses deliver to the park visitor centre (482 2660, ®482 3635; May—Sept 


ize horse riding with Ferdhestar (0894 7200, Wwww.travelhorse.is), who 
Oxara — the Axe River — flows down to the lake shore past a church and other 
historic monuments, all hemmed in on the west by the two-kilometre-long 


offer year-round day-trips (9500kr), and late 
surprisingly small area at the southwestern corner of the park where the narrow 


% Pingvellir National Park encompasses the flat moors at the southern end 


of the rift valley, with boundaries reachin 


trails around the scenery, along with a couple of accommodation options. 
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Pingvellir under the long dusk light (7000kr), and there are plenty of h 
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sell maps and post weather 
reports, and issue camping 
permits (June—Oct; 500kr) 
forutheapark = the nearest 
campground, with showers 
and toilets, is just south of 
the visitor centre. Back near 
the church, there’s formal 
accommodation at the 
lakeside Hotel Valholl (®480 
7100, Wwww.hotelvalholl.is; 
©), a slightly gloomy, 1930s 
affair imposingly placed below 
Almannagja’s walls. There are 
three other basic campsites 
east ‘of Nhete, along "a “qtret, 
one-kilometre strip of lake 
shore between Vatnskot and 
Ofugsn4di bays; and a couple 
more for hikers 3km_ north 
of the information centre, 
beyond the park border at 
the base of Armannsfell. Park 
rules protect all plants, animals 
and natural formations, and 
prohibit open fires, off-road 
driving and camping outside designated sites. Finally, you can join free hour- 
long tours of the locality that leave from the church at 10am and 3pm daily 
throughout summer. 


A Pingvellir 


Pingvellir 

It’s hard to overstate the historical importance of Pingvellir, though there are 
very few specific monuments to see, and to capture the spirit of the place you 
need to familiarize yourself with the buildings and natural formations around 
which events were played. Coming from Reykjavik, there’s a great lookout 
point just where Route 36 grazes the top of Almannagja, on the very edge of 
the North American continental plate: the AlPing site is directly below, with 
the church and red-roofed hotel separated by the Oxarad which flows south to 
the lake. Looking northeast up the rift, a flagpole rises in front of where vertical 
basalt columns topped by rope lava cleave away from the rift wall, while in the 
distance, Armannsfell and Hrafnabjérg frame the valley, fist-like and solid. Perma- 
nence is an illusion, however — the rift is widening by 1.5cm further each year as 
the continental plates drift apart. As they move, the valley floor sinks, on average, 
a couple of millimetres anually, though in 1789 it fell half'a metre in just ten days 
after an earthquake. Away in the distance, Skjaldbreidur’s apparently low summit 
is easily overlooked, though at 1060m it’s actually one of the highest peaks in 
view. Once you've taken in the landscape, duck into the Educational Centre 
here, which has interactive videos outlining Pingvellir’s history. 

From the lookout, a hundred-metre track descends into Almannagja and 
down to the flagpole, which marks the presumed site of Logberg, the rock 
where important speeches were made and the lawspeaker recited Iceland’s laws 
to the masses below. Its exact location is obscure, the victim of subsidence and 
plain forgetfulness, but this is the spot used during twentieth-century assemblies. 
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The AlPing at Pingvellir 


With laws shall our land be built up, but with lawlessness laid waste. 

Njal’s Saga 
By the beginning of the tenth century, Iceland’s 36 regional chieftains were already 
meeting at local assemblies to sort out disputes, but as the country became more 
established, they recognized the need for some form of overall government. With this in 
mind, Norwegian law was adapted and the first AlPing, or General Assembly, was held 
in the rift valley north of Pingvallavatn in 930 AD, at a place which became known as 
Pingvellir, the Assembly Plains. Though the AlPing’s power declined through the ages, 
Pingvellir remained the seat of Iceland’s government for the next eight centuries. 

The AlPing was held for two weeks every summer, and attendance for chieftains was 
mandatory. In fact, almost everyone who could attend did so, setting up their tented 
camps — buds - and coming to watch the courts in action or settle disputes, pick up 
on gossip, trade, compete at sports, and generally socialize. The whole event was 
co-ordinated by the lawspeaker, while the laws themselves were legislated by the 
Law Council, and dispensed at four regional courts, along with a fifth supreme court. 
Strangely, however, none of these authorities had the power to enforce their verdicts, 
beyond bringing pressure to bear through public opinion. The adoption of Christianity 
as Iceland’s official religion in 1000 AD was one of the AlPing’s major successes, but 
if litigants refused to accept a court’s decision, they had to seek satisfaction privately. 
Njal’s Saga (See pp.134—-135) contains a vivid account of one such event, when a 
battle between two feuding clans and their allies broke out at the AlPing itself around 
1011 AD; while Hrafnkel’s Saga (p.304) shows how people manipulated processes at 
the AlPing, and could, if they wanted, ignore court verdicts. 

This lack of real authority undermined the AlPing’s effectiveness, creating a power 
vacuum in Iceland that ultimately saw Norway and then Denmark assume control of 
the country. By the late thirteenth century the AlPing was losing its importance, with 
the lawspeaker’s position abolished and the courts stripped of all legislative power. 
They had rather more ability to act on their judgements though, and from the mid- 
sixteenth century public executions — unknown before — were carried out at Pingvel- 
lir. Eventually, while still meeting for a few days every year, the AlPing became a minor 
affair, and the last assembly was held at Pingvellir in 1798, replaced after 1800 by a 
national court and parliament at Reykjavik. 

A century later, however, and Pingvellir had become the focus of the nationalist 
movement, with large crowds witnessing various independence debates here — the 
Danish king even attended Iceland’s millennial celebrations at Pingvellir in 1874. It 
remained a symbol of national identity through the twentieth century, peaking when 
half the country turned up at Pingvellir to hear the declaration of independence 
from Denmark and the formation of the Icelandic Republic on June 17, 1944. Surpris- 
ingly few, however, attended ceremonies here in July 2000 to mark a thousand years 
of Icelandic Christianity - though maybe this was due more to the advent of television 
than lack of interest in Pingvellir’s associations. 


Continuing along Almannagja, a plaque and traces of walls outline the remains 
of an eighteenth-century bud, one of the temporary roofed camps raised by 
participants during assemblies. They seemed to shrink through the ages; the 
sagas suggest that buds were large enough to accommodate entire clans, though 
storekeepers and traders presumably kept smaller establishments. But nobody 
really knows: of the thirty or so bud sites located in the area, only two are 
thought to predate the thirteenth century. 

Beyond here, the Oxara cascades over Almannagya as the twenty-metre-high 
Oxararfoss, flows down along the gorge for 150m then breaks through the 


Me, Reykjavik 


Education Centre Tiiiiit 
okout 


itil 
peat TU LAMPE TET Ly Wot" 9 " Drowning 
Vuitiee Mttigyy \ a ‘he 
Mlinyy rity VAS a ee e 00: 
ES ee Hint nnn i pipe . Lo 
i Pisa ags | sviiae tii TUT ty yyy yyantnnnn leey = _ 
Vth ve eee ae bee ae : 
“Hie ia RECEP i pedtitedaey ve aA ul “aa 
yiateel biti ais 'B 
TH ee Abad ARTEL i Ls rtp BL TTL LTE ai” ud Sites / 
i ii pieeeeray | ¢ 
Peyereantys pnt Bey Ligberg 
PRDLAT ER RE WLRY EVERY VAN Bud Sites 
ATC Le (site of ancient 
encampments) 


aves 


: vai) 


We 


yi 


Ov 


Pypayeeeeel 


ae 


_ Poets’ ¢ 
oi Tomb 
rivet 
| hl viii 
PIL Piped 
PEEVE 
Pe eEEQ\EREEE EE EL iE 


Peningaja 


paveeneel Miriyy 


yl 


\\ \ 
wa td 


\\ 
\\\ 
ye yyy 


praayt 


\ 
\\ \ 

\\ \\ 

ey WU pp eere renee Virdeeeel 
nent : Wor 


| 


\ 
: yuu 
ee prpeadaaebdedd it 
eo yypeneel 

yvull 


yiidl 
yuaal 
prgunnel 


# PINGVELLIR HISTORIC SITES 


\ 
PEEEEe eee eel yvuadel 


‘W Selfoss & Laugarvatn 


” 
<=) 
e 
=| 
=) 
= 
mr 
27) 
=] 
mi 
all 
<= 
3) 
rm 
| 
Ps 
= 
=~ 
u 
5 
(© 
< 
©. 
= 
pe) 
24] 
Q. 
0) 
=< 
O 
[= 
=| 
Q. 


wall in a brief tumble down onto plains, and so past the church and into the 
lake. Rift walls near Oxararfoss are clearly layered, marking falls of ash from 
at least twenty separate volcanic eruptions, though river rocks themselves 
are barely worn, suggesting that the Oxara’s path is fairly new. This supports 
oral accounts of the river’s diversion into the rift around 1000 AD to provide 
water for the sizeable chunk of Iceland’s population who descended at each 
AlPing. After Danish laws were enforced in the sixteenth century, pools near 
the second falls were used to drown women convicted of witchcraft or sexual 
offences (men were beheaded for the same crimes), though the idea of a death 
penalty was repugnant to Icelanders and few such executions were carried out. 
During the Christian millennial celebrations in July 2000, a wreath was laid 
here in atonement for those who were executed before capital punishment was 
abolished in the late eighteenth century. 

Moving down into the valley, cross over the Oxara and follow the road back 
towards the church. East of here is the splintered wall forming Flosagja, a deep 
fissure whose southern end has been flooded by underground springs creating 
Peningagja,an exceedingly clear, deep wishing pool; coins glint silver and electric 
blue at the bottom. A little further on is the church, the site of which was 
apparently in use — possibly as a giant bud — before the Norwegian king Olafur 
Haraldsson supplied timber for the first church building in 1018. The current 
white and blue structure, from 1859, is misleadingly small and unpretentious, as 
by the eighteenth century Pingvellir church was wealthy, owning a huge swathe 
of farmland stretching right up the valley. A raised area behind is reserved for 
the tombs of outstanding Icelanders; at present the only two incumbents are 
the patriotic poets Einar Benediktsson and Jonas Hallgrimsson; the latter id? 
also inspired the nineteenth-century independence movement and drew great ona 
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inspiration from Pingvellir. Former farm buildings next door are now a school 
and home to the church warden, who doubles as the national park manager, and 
the marshlands in front were once possibly an island where duels at the Albing 
were fought, before the practice was banned in the thirteenth century. 


The rift valley 

Dingvellir’s valley is covered in the overgrown nine-thousand-year-old lavafield 
Dbingvallahraun, product of the up-valley Skjaldbreidur (Shield-broad). 
Though now extinct, this was the first shield volcano ever to be classified, a 
type that spews out high-volume fluid lava in a steady rather than violent erup- 
tion, leaving wide, flattened cones. The valley is beautiful in summer and early 
autumn, carpeted in patchy pine plantations, dwarf birch forest and heathland 
plants, with the national park covered in a web of marked walking and riding 
trails — note that some of these cross minor rifts and gorges, which might be 
dangerously concealed if there has been any snow. To venture further, or climb 
any of the mountains, you'll need at least basic orienteering skills and the Land- 
meelingar Islands Dingvellir 1:25,000 map. 

Of the marked trails, the easiest lead east of Pingvellir’s church or north 
from Pingvallavatn’s shore, converging 2km on at Skogarkot, a sheep farm 
abandoned in the 1930s — paths from the church are best, as they cross a couple 
of interesting rifts and avoid most of the boggy ground you'll find on the 
other routes. The long-beaked birds zigzagging away in panic at your approach, 
or flying high to drop earthwards with a strange drumming noise, are snipe. 
Skogarkot’s ruined but strongly constructed stone buildings occupy a grassy 
hillock roughly halfway across the valley, not a high position but still elevated 
enough for you to take in a panorama of distant peaks and rift walls, and feel 
dwarfed by the scale of the Pingvallahraun flow. From here you could either 
continue north to another farm site at Hrauntdn, and then turn west for the 
main campsite (another 4km in all); or walk a couple more kilometres across the 
valley to where Route 36 climbs the eastern rift wall — and onto the Eurasian 
continental plate — at Hrafnagja, Raven’s Rift. 

Of the mountains, Armannsfell (765m) is the easiest to climb, though it’s still 
a full-day, 8km return hike to the summit from the campsite on its southern 
slopes; there’s snow up here until the middle of the year. For Skjaldbreidur, 
you're looking at a two- to three-day hike to the rim of the three-hundred- 
metre-wide crater, and need advice on the route from the information centre 
or one of Iceland’s walking clubs (see p.46) before setting out. 


Pingvallavatn 
Immediately south of Pingvellir, Pingvallavatn formed nine thousand years 
ago when fresh lava blocked off the outflow of springs rising in a basin, back- 
filling it with water to form a fourteen-kilometre-long lake, Iceland’s largest. 
Pingvallavatn and its sole outflow, the Sog river, are surrounded by alternately 
rugged hills and undulating moorland, good for both hiking and bird-watching, 
while the lake is dotted with three tiny volcanic islands and, on rare windless 
days, forms a perfect blue mirror to the sky. Three surprisingly unobtrusive 
hydroelectric stations at the head of the Sog provide power for the region, 
while healthy stocks of char and a dwindling trout population keep the fly 
population down and anglers happy — winter fishing is especially popular, when 
holes have to be cut through the ice. In summer, you can get fishing permits 
at bingvellir’s visitors’ centre or Hotel Valholl. 

You can circuit bingvallavatn in your own transport along a gravel road which 
runs around the south side of the lake before meeting up with Route 36 about 


25km from Selfoss. Lake cruises (© 854 7664, © 482 3610) run from June to 
October on Sat & Sun at 11am, 2pm and 5pm: they leave from Skdlabrekka 
farm, about 5km south of the Pingvellir visitor centre just off the Reykjavik 
road, and last from forty minutes to a couple of hours. Wealthy enthusiasts can 
also scuba dive (©697 7199 or 897 6696; Wwww.dive.is) in bingvallavatn’s 
clear, frigid waters, exploring volcanic formations, but expect to pay upwards 
of 25,000kr for two all-inclusive dives. 


Skalholt, Geysir and Gullfoss 


One way or another, a tangle of roads east of Pingvellir follow the marshy swards 
of the Hvita basin up past the religious centre of Skalholt, before converging 
some 60km later at Iceland’s two most famous sights: the erupting hot pools at 
Geysir, and Gullfoss’ thundering falls, 7km beyond. It’s beautiful countryside, 
fertile, flat, framed by distant hills and — if you’ve spent any time in Iceland’s 
rougher areas — startling green in summer, thanks to one of Iceland’s longest 
rivers, the Hvita. This starts around 140km northeast at Hvitarvatn, an isolated 
lake below Langjékull on the Interior Kjélur route (see p.337), and flows swiftly 
to Gullfoss, where it drops into the plains between here and Selfoss, joins the 
Sog, and runs the last few kilometres to the sea as the Olfusa. 

Coming directly from Pingvellir, you follow the rough but highly scenic 
Route 365 to lakeside hot springs at the spa village of LAUGARVATN, home 
to the National School for Sports with its excellent swimming pool (Mon-Fri 
10am—9pm, Sat & Sun 10am—6pm; 350kr). There’s accommodation here 
at the snug, self-catering [YHA hostel Dalsel on the main road (486 1215, 
W www.hostel.is; dorm bed 2000kr), and two summer-only Edda hotels over- 
looking the lake, [KI Laugarvatn (®448 4820, @www.hoteledda.is; @) or the 
larger ML Laugarvatn (448 4810, Wwww.hoteledda.is; sleeping bag 1600kr, 
rooms with bathroom ©, without ©). From here it’s a straight run east on 
routes 37 and 35 to Geysir and then Gullfoss, though it’s a bit of a detour on 
back roads to reach Skalholt. 

Coming from Reykjavik, turn off the Ringroad just west of Selfoss (p.124) 
and follow Route 35 northeast past the sights; this is the trail followed by 
Golden Circle and public buses, which run year-round, and also by summer 
buses continuing past Gullfoss along the Kjdlur route to Akureyri (see p.244). 
Coming this way, you pass Kerid crater about 15km north of Selfoss, prob- 
ably created three thousand years ago by a sudden gas explosion through the 
ground, leaving a neat, conical hill whose crater is 70m deep and the same 
distance across. The bottom is flooded and used for farming fish, and there’s an 
easy, fifteen-minute path around the red, gravelly rim, with a view northwest to 
the similar Seydisholar crater. 


Skalholt and Reykholt 


The region of small lakes and streams north of the middle Hvita is known 
as Biskupstungur, the Bishop’s Tongue, a name which probably originated 
after the foundation of the church at SKALHOLT, which lies off Route 35 
around 40km from Selfoss. It’s easy to overdose on churches in Iceland, but 
Skalholt’s definitely warrants a stop: seat of a bishopric as early as 1056 AD, the 


huge wooden cathedral later established here grew wealthy on land revenues. 


A school was also established — Iceland’s first — and by the early thirteenth 
century there were two hundred people living here, making it the country’s 
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largest settlement. Surviving numerous reconstructions and the Reformation, 
Skalholt became, along with Holar in northern Iceland, a major seat of learn- 
ing, and lasted until the region was hit by a catastrophic earthquake in the late 
eighteenth century. The bishop subsequently shifted to Reykjavik, and Skalholt 
was largely abandoned, though a chapel was maintained until the church and 
school were restored and reconsecrated in 1963. 

Today, the church is elegantly underplayed, plainly decked out and unusual 
only for its size. Inside, a mitre over the door identifies Skalholt as a bishopric; 
there’s a nicely proportioned wooden ceiling, abstract stained-glass windows, 
and a tapestry-like mosaic of Christ behind the altar. Reconstruction work 
in the 1950s also uncovered a thirteenth-century stone sarcophagus belong- 
ing to Bishop Pall Jonsson, a charismatic churchman who added a tower and 
sumptuous decorations to the original building: a wooden crook carved with a 
dragon’s head was found with his remains, and the sarcophagus itself is on view 
here in the summer. Outside, ongoing excavations alongside the church have 
revealed the foundations of the original bishop’s residence — there’s a site plan 
which explains what each area was for — while a rough-cut stone monument, 
100m away, commemorates Iceland’s last Catholic bishop, Jon Arason. Arason 
was actually bishop at Holar in the north (see p.240), but rode south in 1550 
and captured Skalholt in an attempt to prevent the Danish king from forcing 
Lutheranism on the country; after a brief struggle he was taken and beheaded 
by the king’s men. 

You can stay year-round at Skalholt’s school (© 486 8870, ©skoli@skalholt.is; 
sleeping bag 1500kr, ©), or head a further 7km up Route 35 to the steaming 
hillside vents that pin REYKHOLT down as one of the southwest’s green- 
house villages. Reykholt’s roadside fuel station incorporates a store, café, bus 
stop, and bank, with accommodation at the Husid guesthouse, Bjarjarbraut 26 
(D486 8680; sleeping bag 2000kr, ©), and pizza/burger meals at the Klettur 
restaurant. From here, it’s an uneventful 20km to the Geysir—Gullfoss area. 


Geysir 

Visible from miles away as a pall of steam rising above the plains, % GEYSIR’s 
hot springs bubble out over a grassy slope at the foot of Bjarnfell, studded with 
circular pools atop grey, mineral-streaked mounds. The area has been active for 
thousands of years, but the springs’ positions have periodically shifted as geologi- 
cal seams crack open or close down, and the current vents are believed to have 
appeared following a thirteenth-century earthquake. Just what makes geysers 
erupt is subject to speculation: some theorists favour gaseous subterranean burps; 
others believe that cooler surface water forms a “lid”, trapping superheated fluid 
below until enough pressure builds up to burst through as an eruption. What 
nobody doubts is just how hot the springs are: underground temperatures reach 
125°C, and even surface water is only just off boiling point — under no circum- 
stances should you wander off marked paths, step anywhere without looking 
first, or put any part of your body in the springs or their outlets. 

The large, deep, clear blue pool of Geysir — the Gusher — is, of course, what 
everyone comes to see, and in its heyday was certainly impressive, regularly 
spitting its load seventy metres skywards. Sadly, it hasn’t erupted naturally since 
the 1960s, though it used to be triggered for important visitors by dumping 
forty kilos of soap powder into it, which somehow sparked activity. Today 
it’s inactive and roped off, and you’ll have to be content with the antics of 
nearby Strokkur, the Churn, which fires off a thirty-metre-high spout every 
few minutes. A split second before it explodes, Strokkur’s pool surface forms 
a distinct dome, through which the rising waters tear. Lesser spouts in the 
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culture from the rest of 
the Continent. A lack 
of communication with 


country 


heathen 
gods and the 


tI 
retain an unp. 


Nh We 


Viking festival at Hafnarfjordur 


Keeping the past alive 


Icelanders are fiercely proud of their Viking heritage. Links with the past are 
especially tangible during porri, the fourth division of the old Icelandic calendar, 
which developed out of seasonal and climatic factors and today falls between late 
January and late February. According to the sagas, it was common practice during 
pagan times to hold a sacrifice or porrablot as a midwinter celebration. Preserved 
foods such as rotten shark, which sustained people through the long winter 
months, were offered to the gods, along with delicacies such as squashed rams’ 
testicles and singed sheep heads; in Viking times no part of an animal was wasted 
since food was a precious commodity. Today’s Icelanders honour their forebears by 
feasting on these traditional foods at special borrab/ot banquets, the best known of 
which is held in Hafnarfjoréur near Reykjavik (see p.99). These orgies of medieval 
indulgence are, in part, held for tourists, but since most families can trace their 
ancestors back to the 
time of the Settlement, 
remembering porri is 
just one way today’s 
Icelanders keep in 
touch with their past. 
The importance of 
the climate and the 
seasons to Icelanders 
iS difficult to 
overestimate. If borri is 
a celebration of winter, 
then Jonsmessa is its 
antithesis. Marking the 
summer solstice, this 
festival is associated 
with white nights 
when the air is full of 
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magic. Indeed, it’s easy to see how tales 
of magical deeds spread through medieval 
society, since it was around Midsummer 
day that the Alpingi held its annual gathering 
at Pingvellir drawing people from across 
the country. Indeed, it’s folklore rather than 
specific events that govern this day; cows are 
said to gain the ability of speech and seals, 
who are believed to be people under a spell 
of enchantment, cast off their skins and take 
on their human form again. Another belief 
associated with Jonsmessa is that anyone 
who rolls naked in the dew at midnight will 
be cured of all ills and live happily ever after. 
Beyond Iceland’s borders it’s easy to scoff 
at such convictions, but talk to any Icelander 
and they’ll assure you that this is the most 
magical time of the year in the north and 
that anything is possible. Reykjavik’s Nordic 
House (see p.77) is a good place to catch 
the Jonsmessa celebrations. 


Huldufolk: the hidden people 


It seems remarkable in today’s modern age that anyone still believes in elves and 
Spirits at all, let alone in any large number. In Iceland, however, there is no doubt that 
the huldufolk, or hidden people as they’re known, do exist: surveys repeatedly show 
that eight out of ten Icelanders believe in elves, and in Hafnarfj6rdur, the reputed 
centre of the elf kingdom, one in four people even claims to have seen them. The 
town has been quick to realise this hidden potential and it’s now possible to take 
a tour of Hafnarfj6rdur visiting the spots where elves are said to appear (see p.98). 


V Field of lupins, Mystic Elves Hill 


Icelandic 
names 


In Viking tradition, lcelanders 
have a given name, plus the 
name of (usually) their father 
with an attached “-son” for boys 
and “-dottir” for girls. So, Jon’s 


son Gunnar is called Gunnar 
Jénsson, and his daughter 
Njdla is called Njdla Jonsdcttir. 
Because of this lack of family 
names, telephone directories 
are arranged by given names, 
sometimes with the addition of a 
profession for clarity. 


To the non-believer, it may sound odd to hear 
that housing and road construction companies 
sometimes consult local clairvoyants over the 
presence of elf dwellings on the site of a 
proposed development. Nor is it unusual for 
straight roads to be diverted around large 
rocks where elves are said to live in order 
to avoid upset amongst the hAuldufdlk; the 
Ringroad in Reykjavik, for example, has been 
moved twice in Grafarholt in the southeast of 
the city for this very reason. Pinning down the 
belief in elves and spirits, which goes back 
centuries, is no easy task, though one theory 
suggests that it stems from ancient pagan 
convictions which grew out of the fantastic 
shapes and forms that the omnipresent lava 
landscape can create. 


The language of the Vikings 


Notwithstanding the odd change in pronunciation, today’s Icelandic is essentially 
the same language the Vikings spoke over 1300 years ago. Few other European 
languages can claim such a pure and unsullied past. The importance of fishing to 
Iceland’s economy since the time of the Settlement is evident in its language: bin 
borskur! (“you cod!”) is a term of abuse, whilst “to give up” is often rendered as /eggja 
ara i bat, “to lay one’s oars in the boat”. If something isn’t up to much, it’s ekki upp a 
marga fiska — “not worth many fish”. Rural life has also left its mark on the language: 
on Friday nights in Reykjavik you’ll find plenty of people who’re sauddrukkinnn — “as 
drunk as a sheep”; the word for sheep, fé, is also the generic term for money. 
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vicinity include Blesi’s twin pools, one clear and colourless, the other opaque 
blue; the unpredictably tempered Fata; and Litli Geysir, which does little but 
slosh around violently. 

Aside from Geysir, you can also climb well-worn tracks to the summit of 
Bjarnarfell (727m) for views down on Geysir’s surrounds, though it’s a miser- 
able proposition in bad weather. Another option is to follow the signposted, 
three-kilometre-long gravel vehicle track up Haukadalur — Hawk Valley 
— from Geysir to a forestry reserve and church. In saga times Haukadalur was 
an important holding, another famous educational centre that was eventu- 
ally incorporated into Skalholt’s lands. Extensive felling and ensuing erosion 
put paid to the estate, which was in a sorry condition when turned into a 
reserve in the 1930s. Since then, the hillsides here have been planted thickly 
with green pine trees, and thousands of new saplings spread down the valley, 
coloured in spring by wildflowers. Have a quick look at the nineteenth- 
century church too, whose brass door-ring is said to have belonged to the 
friendly giant Bergbor, who asked to be buried here. 


Practicalities 

The Geysir thermal area, along with a fuel station (Mon-Thurs 10am—6pm, 
Fri-Sun 10am—7pm) and various services, is right by the roadside, 60km 
from Selfoss and a bit less than that from Pingvellir. All Golden Circle tours 
and public buses stop here for at least an hour, long enough to catch an 
eruption and get fed, but not to ascend Bjarnfell or get out to Haukadalur. 
Moving on, there are daily buses all through the year on to Gullfoss, and back 
to Selfoss and Reykjavik. 

Geysir’s accommodation includes Hotel Geysir (D480 6800, Wwww 
.geysircenter.is; studio flats with bathroom and kitchen @), which also runs the 
campsite (May—Sept), with showers and barbecue sites. Alternatively, just along 
the road beyond the hotel, there’s the hostel-style Geysir Guesthouse /Haukada- 
lur III (®486 8733 or 893 8733; sleeping bag 1700kr, made-up bed 2200kr), 
which tends to get booked out in advance. For food, the fuel station’s café is 
overpriced and mediocre; you'll get a better deal at the hotel restaurant, even if 
you're only after a bow] of soup and coffee. There’s no store at Geysir — bring 
supplies with you, if you're self-catering. 


Gullfoss 


About 6km up the road from Geysir on the Hvita river, % Gullfoss — Golden 
Falls — can hardly fail to impress, whether in full flood during the spring thaw 
or frozen and almost still in the depths of winter. The approach road over moor- 
land follows the top of a two-kilometre-long canyon sided in organ-pipe basalt 
columns, into which Gullfoss drops in a pair of broad cataracts: the first steps out 
ten metres in full view, then the river bends sharply and falls a further twenty 
metres into the gorge’s spray-filled shadow. Paths along the edge are dangerous 
when icy, but at other times they allow you to get thoroughly soaked while 
viewing spray rainbows above the drop. 

The falls are a nature reserve, formed after Sigridur Tomasdottir, daughter 
of the owner of the estate that incorporated Gullfoss, fought first her father and 
then the government to stop a hydroelectric dam being built here in the 1920s. 
Permission to build the dam was granted, but, fanned by Sigridur, public feeling 
ran so strongly against the project that construction never started. The land was 
later sold to Einar Gudmundsson of nearby Brattholt farm, who donated it 
to the Icelandic Nature Conservation Council in 1976. 
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There’s a gift shop and café at the top of the gorge above the falls, and 
seasonal accommodation 3km down the road in Brattholt at the new Hotel 
Gullfoss (March—Oct; ® 486 8979, © brattholtii@islandia.is; @). Gullfoss marks 
the end of the Golden Circle, though the Kjolur route continues northeast 
across the Interior from here (p.337), covered by summer buses. 


The Central South 


East of Reykjavik on the Ringroad, the hothouse town of Hveragerdi and 
nearby transit hub Selfoss are the gateway to Iceland’s central south, a swathe 
of fertile plains watered by the Hvita, Ranga, and Pjorsa — Iceland’s longest 
river at 230km — and the clutch of bulky glaciers to its west. The inland here 
cowers beneath Hekla, the destructive volcano whose antics have put paid to 
regional farming at least twice in recorded history, with tracks past the moun- 
tain leading to hot springs and brightly coloured hills at Landmannalaugar, 
right on the edge of Iceland’s rugged Interior. Meanwhile, the Ringroad crosses 
the grassy swards that formed the setting for much of Njal’s Saga (see box on 
pp.134—-135), Iceland’s great medieval epic, beyond which loom the Eyjarf- 
jallaj6kull and Myrdalsjékull ice caps, offering superlative scenery around 
their wooded edges at Dorsmork. With Myrdalsjokull squeezing down on an 
ever-narrowing shore, the Ringroad reaches the mainland’s southernmost point 
near the pleasant coastal village of Vik, an area famed for its black sand beaches, 
eroded cliffs, and birdlife. 

The region is one of the best places in the country to get out and about, 
especially considering how accessible it all is from Reykjavik: if you enjoy 
camping and hiking, Landmannalaugar and borsmo6rk are worth a trip to 
Iceland in their own right, as is the four-day Laugavegur hiking trail 
between the two. If you’re not that serious, consider less demanding tracks 
over the hills above Hveragerdi, or the coastal paths in the vicinity of 
Vik. For regional horse treks, contact Eldhestar at Vellir, about 2km south- 
east of Hveragerdi (©480 4800, Wwww.eldhestar.is), who offer anything 
from one hour to two weeks in the saddle. As far as transport goes, the 
Ringroad is the central south’s main artery, running for some 200km through 
the region via all the main towns, and plied by year-round buses. In summer, 
there are also daily services to Landmannalaugar and Porsmork, which are 
about the only two destinations here that you shouldn’t try to reach in a 
conventional vehicle. 

Tourist information on the whole region can be found online at Wwww 
.southiceland.com. 


Hveragerot 


Following the Ringroad southeast from Reykjavik, you cross various flat, 
lichen-covered lava flows for 45km before the road twists down off the ranges 
to the coastal plains and the glowing hothouses of HVERAGERDI, a cluster 


of low buildings on the Varma (Warm River), nestled beneath steaming fell 
slopes. Sitting on the edge of a geothermal area, which extends north under 
the mountains and right up to Pingvellir, a wool mill and hydroelectric dam 
were already established here when, for the first time in Iceland, subterranean 
heat was harnessed to grow vegetables in the 1920s. Today, this has spawned a 
Horticultural College, a clinic specializing in hot-mud cures for arthritis, and 
scores of hothouses, from small backyard setups to giant commercial affairs, 
artificially lit to aid the propagation of fruit, vegetables, and exotic plants. That 
said, there’s not a huge amount to see in Hveragerdi itself, though some fine 
hiking hereabouts might encourage a stopover. 

The most obvious thing to do in Hveragerdi is to head for a hothouse, and 
a couple of minutes’ walk east off main street Breidam6rk down Austurm6rk 
brings you to Eden, the darling of Golden Circle bus tours. It’s a pricey gift shop, 
garden centre and cafe rolled into one, where coffee, ornamental figs, bougain- 
villea, palms, cactus, heliconias and much trumpeted bananas (which are not 
exported in bulk, as often reported) flourish in a tropical warmth, stolidly defy- 
ing the outdoor temperatures. Another 100m up Breidamoérk, Blomaborg is a 
smaller affair, aimed more at Reykjavik residents seeking colourful house plants. 
You can also tour the Horticultural College (call in advance for times © 480 
4300; Mon—Fri 500kr, Sat 700kr), over the river to the north of town, where 
the whole hothouse process was pioneered. 

For a quick look at the countryside, follow Breidamork for about 1km out 
of town to Gryla, a small hot spout named after a child-devouring troll — it 
usually erupts every few minutes. The other place to spend some time is at 
Hveragerdi’s excellent pool (300kr) just north of the centre and over the river 
on Reykjamork. 


Hverageroi hikes 


Hengill, the steamy heights above Hveragerdi, is covered in trails and hot springs, hill- 
sides stained by volcanic salts, heathland plants, and, in fine weather, inspiring views 
coastwards. A range of day-return tracks allow a good sniff around, though with more 
time it’s feasible to push right on up to Pingvallavatn lake (see p.118). Maps of the 
area, available at the information centre, have all trails and distances marked; on the 
ground, many routes are staked out with coloured pegs. As always, carry a compass 
and come prepared for bad weather. There are few huts and no stores or official 
campsites along the way, though you could set up a tent more or less anywhere. 

For an easy four-hour circuit, follow Breidamork north out of town for about forty 
minutes to a bridged stream at the base of the fells, from where a pegged trail heads 
uphill. Crossing the muddy top, you descend green boggy slopes into Reykjadalir, 
Steam Valley, named after the hot stream that runs through the middle. You need to 
wade across this at any convenient point -— there’s a shallow ford — and then follow 
the far bank at the base of the forbidding rubble slopes of Molddalahnukar, past 
a number of hot spots belching vapour and sulphur — stay on the path. At the head 
of the valley, 3km from the bridge, the stream bends west, with Olkelduhnukur’s 
solid platform straight ahead: on the slope to the east, Dalasel hut (bunks and pit 
toilet) marks the start of a 13km trail northeast to Ulfliétsvatn on Pingvallavatn’s 
south shore; while the main trail follows the stream west along Klambragil, another 
steamy valley. There’s a short climb and then the path circuits 2km around the back 
of Olkelduhnukur, where it divides again, two trails heading northeast either side of a 
series of high ridges for 12km to Pingvallavatn, the other continuing around Olkelduh- 
nukur to Dalasel (around 1.5km), from where you can retrace your steps back down 
Reykjadalir to Hveragerdi. 
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Practicalities 

A small, quiet mesh of streets, Hveragerdi is laid out either side of the main drag 
Breidam6Ork, which runs north off the highway, past a large shopping centre 
on the right, up through the compact town centre, and out into the countryside 
and the start of hiking trails. The shopping centre houses a Bonus supermarket, 
bank with ATM, post office and the helpful South Iceland information centre 
(Mon-Fri 9am—5pm, Sat & Sun noon—4pm; © 483 4601, Wwww.southiceland 
.is), which offers Internet access at 150kr for thirty minutes. The square outside 
is where buses stop, with plentiful services to Reykjavik and Selfoss, and a daily 
bus to Porlaksh6fn, the port for the Westman Islands’ ferry (p.148). 

For accommodation, Hveragerdi’s campsite (mid-May to mid-Sept; 
© 483 4601, ®483 4604; 500kr) is east of the centre on Reykjamork; it has 
toilets, showers and a laundry. West on Frumskogar, the Frumskogar Guesthouse 
(©896 2780, W www.frumskogar.is) has cosy doubles in the main building ©) 
and self-contained studio flats with spas (@). Otherwise, there’s the upmarket 
business venue, Hotel Ork, just off the highway on Breidamérk (®483 4700, 
W www.hotel-ork.is; @). Pick of the local farmstays is Nupar, 3km south of 
town (©846 9286, Wwww.nupar.is; 2-6 person cabins 7500—10,000kr). 

You can get coffee and cakes at the bakery on Breidamork, though the best 
place to find pizzas, burgers and beer is the Viking bar at the shopping centre. 
If you're self-catering, take advantage of Hveragerdi’s glut of vegetables (tasting 
none the worse for their hothouse origins), and hunt out rectangular loaves 
of dense, dark hverabraud, rye bread baked in underground ovens (for more of 
which, see p.276) at the bakery or supermarket. 


Selfoss 


Some 15km east of Hveragerdi, the Ringroad passes the junction of routes 
north towards Pingvellir and the Geysir—Gullfoss area (see p.119), before 
crossing a suspension bridge over the fast-flowing Ofuls4 and running into 
the unassuming town of SELFOSS. Caught between the looming bulk of 
Ingolfsfjall to the north and flat grasslands running to the horizon in all 
other directions, it’s been the centre of Iceland’s dairy industry since the 
1930s and with a population of four thousand is easily the southwest’s largest 
settlement. Although Selfoss has no specific attractions, good facilities and 
a crossroads position on the southwest’s main roads combine to make the 
town a useful base, and one that you'll almost certainly pass through on your 
way around Iceland. 

The original English-engineered suspension bridge, built in 1891, is the 
reason Selfoss came into existence. Before then, roads through the region ran 
to a point further south, on the Ofuls4 estuary, where traffic was ferried across. 
Rough waters made these ferry crossings hazardous however, and when the 
bridge was opened it became an immediate success, a focus for the new stores 
and homes that gradually coalesced into the country’s first inland town, draw- 
ing trade away from the older coastal settlements. The bridge also gave Selfoss 
the distinction of hosting the country’s first strike, sparked not over wages but 
the fact that its builders were supplied with only salmon to eat. The current 
bridge — which is one of the few two-lane spans in the whole of southern 
Iceland — dates from 1945, built after the original collapsed when two milk 
trucks crossed it simultaneously. Equally distinctive is Selfoss’s modern riverside 
church, just south of the bridge on the same side as the town, whose standard 


black-tiles-and-whitewash exterior complements an elongated bell tower and 
steeply peaked roof. Inside, exposed wooden rafters and murals based on deco- 
rative medieval designs are handsome touches. 

For a look at the countryside around Selfoss, cross back over the bridge and 
head north up Route 35, which squeezes between Ofulsd and Ingélfsfjall’s 
eastern side. This flat-topped mountain is a sandwich of lava and assorted 
detritus formed by sub-glacial volcanic activity, and a trail ascends to the 
551m summit (two strenuous hours) from Alvidra farm, 5km north of Selfoss. 
Ingolfsfjall is named after Iceland’s first official settler, Ingolfur, who wintered 
here in the early 870s before moving on to settle at Reykjavik (for more on 
which, see Contexts, p.346). Today, a scattering of summer houses are planted 
alarmingly on Ingolfsfjall’s unstable, boulder-strewn lower slopes. 

The view further along Route 35 takes in the sharp-lined confluence of the 
clear, glacier-fed Hvita river system and the darker Sog river, which drains 
Pingvallavatn lake to the north, to form the Ofuls4 — which, in its turn, flows 
the final 10km to the sea. The two-kilometre-broad wedge of land immediately 
north of their confluence is a private reserve known as Prastaskogur, the 
Thrush Forest, which covers a six-thousand-year-old lava field in a low stand of 
birch and pine woodland. There are several good, easy walking tracks around 
the reserve from the entrance on Route 35, just by the bridge on the north bank 
of the Sog, around 9km from Selfoss; and you can also camp here (see below). 


Practicalities 

Selfoss is laid out along a kilometre-long stretch of the Ringroad, which runs 
East-West through town as Austurvegur. At the western end is the bridge 
and a roundabout, near where you'll find the banks, post office, and library, 
which also houses the tourist information office (June to mid-Sept Mon-Fri 
10am—7pm, Sat 1lam—2pm; © 482 2422, © 482 3599).The bus station, at the 
Esso fuel station on Austurvegur at the eastern exit of town, is a staging post for 
services along the Ringroad: there’s also a daily bus to Porlaksh6fn, port for the 
Westman Islands’ ferry (see p.148). There’s a large shopping centre opposite 
the tourist information office, which includes a well-supplied supermarket, and 
a cut-price Bonus supermarket near the bus station; the local liquor store is 
tucked behind the bus station at Vallholt 19. 

Accommodation options include the excellent campsite and Gesthus 
Selfossi (D482 3585, Wwww.gesthus.is; camping 500kr, sleeping bag 2000kr, ©) 
on Engjavegur, two blocks south of parallel Austurvegur, with showers, kitchen 
facilities, and self-contained cabins. You can also camp about 9km up Route 35 
in brastaskogur woods at Prastalundur (©482 2010, ©trastaskogur@simnet.is; 
1000kr per tent), where there are barbecues, picnic tables, a restaurant and small 
store. Otherwise, there are further guesthouse-style lodgings above the Menam 
Thai restaurant (0482 4099, Wwww.menam.is; ®), just off the roundabout 
on Eyravegur. Also on the roundabout, the stuffy Hotel Selfoss (®482 2500, 
W www. hotelselfoss.is; @) is the town’s upmarket option. 

Aside from the usual fast food available next door to the bus station, Selfoss 
boasts two unexpectedly good places to eat: Kaffi-kris, opposite the library on 
Austurvegur, is open from 10am until midnight for coffee and excellent cakes 
in a candlelit ambience; while Menam (see above) is a gem — treat yourself to 
authentic Thai cuisine, such as chicken and green beans in coconut milk for 
little more than the price of a pizza. 
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Stokkseyri and Eyrarbakki 


South of Selfoss, Route 34 runs straight to the coast across the FIdi, a ten- 
kilometre stretch of land so flat that halfway across you can see both your 
starting point and destination. At the end, the coastal villages of Stokkseyri 
and Eyrarbakki offer an insight into the vanished life of Iceland’s old fishing 
communities — Eyrarbakki was also a staging-post for the Viking discovery 
of North America. There’s not much in the way of accommodation in the 
region, and only one bus a day in each direction to Selfoss and Reykjavik, so 
you really need your own transport. 


Stokkseyri 


Consisting of little more than a few houses, a fish factory, a supermarket and fuel 
station, the village of STOKKSEYRI congregates around its church behind a 
protective storm wall. Over the wall is a windswept, vestigial and unattended 
harbour — though even in its heyday in the 1900s it must have been tough 
to launch a boat here — and, oddly, a little yellow sand beach nestled amongst 
black, weed-strewn rocks. It’s not obvious today, but Stokkseyri was once a 
busy fishing port whose most famous resident was Thuridur Einarsdottir, a 
nineteenth-century woman who worked on commercial fishing boats and is 
renowned for successfully defending, in court, her then-illegal preference for 
wearing men’s clothing. A couple of old turf-and-stone buildings lurk nearby 
— one is right beside the church — and there’s also the quirky Ghost Centre, 
housed in the Cultural Centre at Hrafnargata 9 (895 0020; summer daily 
2—9pm, winter Sat & Sun 2—6pm; 700kr), where you’re guided around dioramas 
illustrating famous Icelandic ghost tales. 

The best reason to visit Stokkseyri, however, is to splash out for an evening 
meal at Fjdrubordid lobster restaurant (483 1550, bookings essential), just 
behind the storm wall near the beach: it’s a trendy place with Reykjavik’s elite, 
but count on spending at least 4000kr per head. 


Eyrarbakki 


Four kilometres west of Stokkseyri and just past the intersection, EYRAR- 
BAKKI is a larger version of its neighbour, and has a greater claim to fame: local 
boy Bjarni Herjolfsson sailed from here in 985 aiming for Greenland, lost his 
way in a storm, and became the first European to set eyes on North America 
— though, displaying an incredible lack of curiosity, he failed to land. After reach- 
ing Greenland, he told his story and sold his ship to Leif Eiriksson, who retraced 
Bjarni’s route, made landfall, and named the place “Vinland” after his foster-father 
reported finding grape vines. Iwo versions of the tale — and subsequent abortive 
attempts to settle Vinland — are recounted in Greenlanders’ Saga and Eirik the Red’s 
Saga, usually coupled together as the Vinland Sagas (see “Books”, p.336). 

Until the early twentieth century, Eyrarbakki’s harbour was considered one 
of the best in southern Iceland, though there’s no shelter from the elements and 
boats had to be launched by dragging them through the surf into deeper water 
where they could be rowed out. Nonetheless, fishing and a proximity to the 
Ofulsa estuary ferry ensured Eyrarbakki’s prosperity until the Selfoss bridge was 
completed. After this, the town’s harbour was rendered redundant by a more 
effective, man-made effort west across the Ofuls4 at Porlakshéfn. Today, the 
hamlet’s main employer is the local jail, one of Iceland’s largest. 

Despite this downturn of fortune, Eyrarbakki boasts an attractive core of early 
twentieth-century houses, an older timber-sided church, and nearby Husi6d, a 


Norwegian wooden kit-home dating back to 1765 which, along with adjacent 
buildings, now serves as a museum complex (June—Aug daily 1—6pm; 600kr). 
The best section here is the Maritime Museum, whose centrepiece is a 
wooden fishing boat of the kind used until the 1930s. It must have taken some 
courage to go to sea in these broad, open, low-sided vessels, let alone fish from 
one; sails were used, though boats were classified not by the shape of the sails 
or overall length, but by the number of oars used to row them — and hence the 
size of the crew.A few photos and weather-beaten oilskins complete the display. 
Outside, climb the storm wall for a look seawards at what fishermen were up 
against as they set off or returned — a difficult entry over a rocky shore. 
Eyrarbakki sports the small, nineteenth-century self-catering guesthouse Hja 
Asa (483 1120, or 864 1120; @), for which bookings are essential, and the 
Rauda husid café-restaurant (© 483 3330, bookings essential), specializing in 
grilled seafood. The only other facilities in town are a small fuel station with a 
store. There’s a good drive westwards towards Porlaksh6fn and Reykjavik via a 
causeway over the Ofulsa’s improbably broad estuary, which takes in heathland, 
coastal flats, vegetated lava flows and a series of brackish marshland pools, all 
ideal for bird-watching — swans, geese, snipe and godwit are all common. 


Pjorsardalur, Hekla and 
Landmannalaugar 


Upstream along the bjorsa east of Selfoss, there’s a rare surviving relic of Viking 
settlement in bjérsardalur, a once fertile valley laid waste over nine hundred 
years ago by a particularly violent eruption of Hekla, which lies over the river 
to the southeast. The volcano last let rip in 2000, and the whole region remains 
patently active, with Iceland’s highest concentration of hot springs east again 
from Hekla around Landmannalaugar. While Hekla’s immediate vicinity 
is a predictable carpet of rubbly lava fields in various degrees of vegetation, 
Landmannalaugar — with its bathable springs surrounded by a landscape oozing 
rugged grandeur — makes a great target, and sits at the northern end of Laugave- 
gur, a wonderful hiking trail to borsmork. It’s worth noting that cross-country 
routes on from Landmannalaugar include the Sprengisandur (F26) to Myvatn 
(p.267) and Fjallabak to Kirkjubzrklaustur and Skaftafell (p.321), making it a 
good staging post for wider travels. Between May and September you can also 
get a different take on the region by white-water rafting some of the local 
rivers with Arctic Rafting (©487 5557, Wwwwaarcticrafting.is), who charge 
upwards of 8000kr depending on the trip’s duration and level of difficulty. 

Route 30/32 to Pjorsardalur, and Route 26 to Hekla and Landmannalaugar, 
are both accessed off the Ringroad east of Selfoss; see p.130 and p.131 for 
details. Buses run past Hekla to Landmannalaugar through the summer; there 
is no public transport to bjorsardalur. While there are a good few kilometres 
of gravel roads here, PjOrsardalur and the area around Hekla are accessible to 
normal vehicles in good weather, though the track from Hekla to Landman- 
nalaugar is for four-wheel-drives only. Take everything you'll need with you, as 
there are few shops or supplies in the region. 


Pjorsardalur 


Around 15km out of Selfoss, Route 30 branches northeast off the Ringroad 
to follow the west bank of the bjorsa, mutating along the way into the 32 at 
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the one-horse hamlet of ARNES, where there’s a fuel station, small café-store, 
and IYHA hostel (© 486 6048, Wwww.hostel.is; camping 500kr, sleeping bag 
1850kr; ©) with campsite, kitchen, and pool. Past here, there are excellent views 
from a roadside ridge at Hagafell straight across the Pjorsa to Hekla. 

Thirty kilometres further on, bjérsardalur — the Bull River valley — sits north 
of the road, flanked by grey and orange gravel slopes and framed at its eastern 
end by the flat tops of Skeljafell and larger Burfell. The valley is floored with 
an eight-thousand-year-old lava flow, and subsequent thick falls of ash from 
Hekla have regularly wiped out vegetation, making bjorsardalur an awesomely 
sterile place. On the valley’s western side, there’s an unsurfaced, seven-kilometre 
signed track up to bathable hot springs near the abandoned farm of Reykholt, 
or, just south of the main road, a brief detour to Hjalparfoss, a parallel pair of 
short, foaming falls 100m south of the main road. They drop into a round pool, 
surrounded by thin basalt columns that both spray in all directions and lie piled 


up like woodstacks; a second, rougher cataract drains the pool towards a power 
station below Burfell. Grassy banks make Hyalparfoss a good place to picnic, and 
there are harlequin ducks around in early summer. 

On Pjorsardalur’s eastern side, the signposted Route 327 heads another 7km 
up to the remains of St6ng; it’s a rough and then muddy road, but even with- 
out four-wheel-drive you should be able to get within sight of the red-roofed 
shelter-shed protecting the site. Set on a small stream below the dark slopes of 
Stangarfjall, Sto6ng was the home of a chieftain named Gaukur Trandilsson 
until Hekla erupted in 1104 for the first time since Settlement, smothering all 
of byjorsardalur under ash and pumice. St6ng was excavated in 1939 and illus- 
trates a typical Viking homestead: a longhouse formed the main hall, with 
a second, smaller hall and two attached outhouses serving as women’s quar- 
ters, washroom and pens, all built from stone and timber and sided with turf. 
Neatly built stone foundations, a central fireplace and post supports all give an 
outline of the original buildings, but it’s the stark setting — distant orange and 
green-streaked valley walls, and patches of pasture clinging on along the stream 
— which really impresses. 

For a more complete picture of how St6ng once appeared, return to Route 
32 and take the surfaced turning south marked “Burfellsst66”, roughly opposite 
the St6ng junction and immediately below Burfell. This descends 100m down 
to the power station, but before this follow signs left to Pédéveldisberinn 
(June to early Sept daily 10am—noon & 1—6pm; 300kr), a reconstructed period 
homestead based on archeological evidence provided by Sténg and other sites, 
roofed with turf and authentically decked out in hand-cut timber, flagstones, 
and woollen furnishings. 

Back on Route 32, the road winds up behind Burfell and then follows the 
river upstream for 15km, finally connecting with Route 26 and the Hekla 
region (see below). 


Hekla 


Believed to be the literal entrance to hell in medieval times — a fact that left 
the mountain unclimbed until daring students Eggert Olafsson and Byarni 
Palsson scrambled up in 1750 — 4% Hekla is Iceland’s second-most-active 
volcano, with at least eighteen eruptions known to have occurred in the last 
thousand years. Oriented northeast, the mountain forms a forty-kilometre- 
long, snow-covered oval ridge cresting at around 1500m; it should be visible 
for miles around, but a heavy smudge of cloud usually obscures the peak and 
gives Hekla — Hooded — its name. 

Though several thousand years old, Hekla’s earliest recorded eruption 
was the one that buried Sténg in 1104, and it has been active, on and off, 
ever since. The mountain tends to fire up with little warning, spraying out 
clouds of fluorine-rich tephra ash, which blankets the landscape, poisons 
groundwater, and kills fish and livestock. Lava follows the ash, welling up at 
various points along a fissure that splits Hekla’s crest lengthways for 5km; 
during the notorious 1768 eruption — before which the mountain had been 
dormant for seventy years — flows covered over 65 square kilometres. Eruptions 
often subside relatively quickly, most of the action occurring within the first 
few days and followed by months of grumbling — the anguished voices of 
tormented souls, according to legend. Stong was by no means the only farm to 
have been abandoned following such an event — the same eruption is believed 
to have wiped out twenty similar homesteads — and there are only two working 
farms around the volcano today. 
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A Hekla 


Hekla has erupted every ten years since 1970, the most recent erup- 
tion occurring on the evening of February 26, 2000. It wasn’t much by the 
mountain’s standards — a plume of ash and steam reaching upwards for 15km 
and a few days’ worth of lava spilling east — but it was notable in that most of 
Reykjavik descended on the area to watch, only to be trapped on Hekla’s slopes 
by a sudden snowfall. This triggered the largest emergency operation in Icelan- 
dic history, with over a thousand people having to be rescued — fortunately, the 
lava went the other way. 

You'll pass Hekla on daily summer buses to and from Landmannalaugar 
(which also stop at Leirubakki farm on Hekla’s western slopes; see below). If you 
want to climb Hekla, get in touch with Ferdafélag Islands, the Icelandic Hiking 
Association (see Basics, p.46), who can advise about routes and organize a “night- 
time” group ascent on June 21 (the longest and lightest day of the year); or you 
can arrange a snowcat all the way to the top in winter with Toppferdir (© 864 
5530, Wwww.mmedia.is/toppbrenna). Mountain Taxis (WM www.mountain-taxi 
.com) also make a four-wheel-drive circuit of Hekla for 21,000kr. 


Around the mountain 
About 30km east of Selfoss along the Ringroad, you reach a lone fuel station, 
marking where Route 26 points northeast towards Hekla and the track to 
Landmannalaugar. Both Landmannalaugar and Sprengisandur buses pass 
through the region in summer via the Ringroad town of Hella (p.135). 
Buses pull in 30km along Route 26 on Hekla’s western edge at Leirubakki 
farm (487 8700, Wwww.leirubakki.is; camping 700kr, sleeping-bag accom- 
modation 1400kr, dorm bed 2200kr, @), a year-round self-catering guest- 
house, which also supplies fuel, meals by arrangement, outside hot tubs and 
horses. Past Leirubakki, you immediately find yourself in a wilderness between 
the Pjorsa river and Hekla’s western slopes, the ground covered in tiny pieces 
of lightweight yellow pumice that are collected hereabouts for export. After 
about 5km there’s a road towards the mountain itself and Nefurholt farm, 


one of the area’s few functioning survivors — though it actually had to be moved 
after one eruption — then a roadside ridge blocks in Hekla’s foothills while the 
Burfell mesa springs up ahead of you, looking from this position like the perfect 
setting for an impregnable fortress. Wheel ruts and guide posts heading off-road 
towards Baurfell at this point can be followed for 4km to Pdéfafoss, where the 
river bends right under Burfell’s southern tip in a wide, low waterfall, a friendly 
splash of blue in a monochrome landscape. 

Route 26 continues northeast, passing another waterfall called Tréllkonuh- 
laup, the Troll Woman’s Leap, named after one of these unpleasant creatures 
crossed the river in a single bound while chasing a farmer. Bearing east off this 
road from here is Route F225, the four-wheel-drive-only track to Landman- 
nalaugar; Route 26 continues to parallel the river for 15km up to the junction 
with Route 32 (which you can follow southwest to Pjorsardalur — see p.127), 
before heading northeast across Sprengisandur as the F26 (p.337). 


Landmannalaugar and Laugavegur 


Thirty kilometres due east of Hekla, % Landmannalaugar is an astonishing 
place, a hot springs area set in a flat gravel plain between a glacial river and the 
front of a fifteenth-century lava flow, all hemmed in by sharp-peaked obsidian 
and rhyolite mountains, brightly streaked in orange, grey and green. Despite its 
proximity to Hekla, the area has provided summer pasture for sheep since medi- 
eval times, and was once a stage on the Fjallabak Nyr6ri route (see box on 
p.139), which ran as an alternative way to the coast if flooding from Katla had 
closed the preferred southern trails. Today Landmannalaugar is a popular desti- 
nation in its own right, both for the springs and numerous local hiking tracks 
— not to mention being at the start of the exceptional four-day Laugavegur 
trail down to borsmork. 

The main road to Landmannalaugar is the four-wheel-drive F225, which 
turns east off Route 26 just past Trollkonuhlaup (see above) via thirty-year-old 
black ash and lava deposits on Hekla’s northern flanks, crosses a couple of rivers 
and intermittent oases of grassland, and finally reaches a major ford immedi- 
ately west of Landmannalaugar. In good conditions skilled drivers might be able 
to nurse a conventional vehicle to the ford at Landmannalaugar, the passengers 
then hitching a ride across with something more sturdy, but you’re not advised 
to try. Buses from Reykjavik via Selfoss and Leirubakki farm run here daily 
from June to mid-September; in July and August these continue southeast via 
the Fjallabak Nyrdra route to Eldgja, Kirkjuberklaustur and Skaftafell (see 
box on p.139), and northeast via the Sprengisandur route to Myvatn (see 
p.267) — both stop for at least a couple of hours, giving you time for a soak in 
the springs and a quick walk. ‘ 

Landmannalaugar’s accommodation is run by Ferdafélag Islands, the 
Icelandic Hiking Association (©568 2535, ©fi@fi.is), and you’ll either be 
staying in their well-equipped, self-catering hut (July—Aug; sleeping bag only, 
2200kr), or camping (700kr) beside it; book bunk space in the hut as far in 
advance as possible, although there are often last-minute cancellations. If camp- 
ing, be aware that weather here can be atrocious, with incredibly strong winds 
— ominously, the campsite has bins full of rocks for weighting down tent edges. 
The ranger’s office is at the hut, where you can buy maps of the hiking trails. 
Toilets and showers are in a big, separate block. Campers are not allowed 
to use the hut’s kitchen, so bring cooking gear along — though, incredibly, 
the small Fjallafang café in a converted bus (July & Aug 11.30am—8pm), sells 
drinks, sandwiches and burgers. To organize horse treks in the region, contact 
Hraunhestar (854 7735). 
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Hiking from Lanmannalaugar to Porsmork: Laugavegur 


H Laugavegur, the fifty-five-kilometre hiking trail between Landmannalaugar and 
Porsmork, is the best of its kind in Iceland, with easy walking and magnificent 
scenery. Huts with campsites are laid out at roughly fourteen-kilometre intervals, 
splitting Laugavegur comfortably into four stages: six days is an ideal time to spend 
on the trip, allowing four for the trail and a day at either end, though you could hike 
the trail in just two days. 

The trail is open from early June until the end of August, when buses run daily from 
Reykjavik to the end points at Landmannalaugar and Pérsmork. Ferdéafélag Istands’ 
huts (© 568 2535, ©fi@fi.is) sleep up to 70 people, cost 2000kr a night for sleeping- 
bag space, have toilets, kitchens and usually showers, and need to be booked well in 
advance; make sure you carry the receipts to show to hut wardens, as it’s the only way 
you can prove your booking. Campsites at the huts cost 700kr, with access to toilets 
and showers, but not kitchens. Bring everything with you, including food and sleeping 
bags (you can get water at the huts) and, if camping, a tent, stove and cooking gear. 

Weather varies between fair and foul, with gale-force winds a speciality of the 
region; you need full waterproof gear, warm clothing, solid hiking boots, and some 
old trainers or surf boots for fording the several frigid rivers. The trail is well pegged, 
but carry Landmeelingar Islands’ Pérsmérk-Landmannalaugar map and a compass. 
Although the overall gradients are the same whichever end you begin, in practice 
it’s easier from the north, where you spend a whole day gradually reaching the trail’s 
apex (around 1120m) between Hrafntinnusker and Alftvatn, instead of doing it in one 
short, brutal ascent from the south. 


The trail 
The 12km stretch between Landmannalaugar and the first hut at Hrafntinnusker is 
mostly up. You leave Landmannalaugar via Brennisteinsalda onto the muddy moor- 
land atop the plateau, surrounded by stark, wild hills. About two-thirds of the way 
along is Storihver thermal area, a steaming gully and rare patch of grass, beyond 
which there’s a scramble onto a higher snowfield which peaks at S6dull, the ridge 
above the huge volcanic crater of Hrafntinnusker. “Hrafntin” means obsidian, and 
just about all rocks in the area are made of this black volcanic glass. The Hrafntin- 
nusker hut has no shower; the campsite here is on scree and very exposed. The 
tightly folded ridges due west conceal Iceland’s densest concentration of hot 
springs, with a pegged walking track (about 40min each way) out to where one set 
rises under the stratified edge of a glacier, hollowing out 5m-high ice caves — don’t 
go inside though; a cave-in here killed a hiker in 2006. You can also hike due south 
from the caves for about thirty minutes to two hot pools about 200m apart - one a 
boiling cauldron, the other gushing steam — though there is no trail. 

It’s a further 12km from Hraftinnusker to the second hut at Alftavatn. The first 
stage continues the plateau scenery across snowfields to a rocky outcrop just west 


Around Landmannalaugar 
Your first stop at Landmannalaugar has to be the celebrated hot springs, 
which are in a patch of green at the end of a boardwalk up against the lava 
front. A scalding stream emerges from underneath the lava and merges with a 
cold flow; you simply wade up the latter to where they mix, find a spot where 
the temperature is just right, and sit down up to your neck. You have to keep 
shifting every time a fellow bather moves, which alters the water currents and 
temperature, but you couldn’t ask for a better place to unwind. 

For a couple of easy hikes, either head south from the campsite for 2km 
down Brandsgil, a tight, colourful canyon full of shallow streamlets; or west 
past the hut and up onto the Laugahraun lava field, following the first couple 


of Haskerdingur, whose sharp, snow-clad peak makes a good two-hour detour 
— though views northwest from the outcrop, over worn rhyolite hills, patches of steam 
from scattered vents, and Laufafell’s distinctive black mass, are just as good. The 
plateau’s edge at JOkultungur is not much further on, revealing a blast of colour 
below which is a bit of a shock after the highland’s muted tones: Alftavatn sits in 
a vivid green glacial valley, lined with sharp ridges and abrupt pyramidal hills, with 
Myrdalsjékull’s outlying glaciers visible to the south. The subsequent descent into 
the valley is steep but not difficult, and ends with you having to wade a small stream 
before the trail flattens out near the two huts (one owned by Utivist; ®562 1000, 
®@ www.utivist.is) and campground on the lakeshore at Alftavatn. After getting settled 
in, hike around Alftavatn’s west side and follow the valley for 5km down to Torfahl- 
aup, a narrow canyon near where the Markarfljot river flows roughly between the 
green flanks of Sto6ra-Greenfjall and illasula, two steep-sided peaks. 

The next stage to Botnar-Emstrur is 16km. Around 5km east from Alftavatn via a 
couple more streams, Hvanngil is a sheltered valley with a privately run hut and 
campground (1900kr/700kr) with showers and toilet; after here you cross a bridge 
over Kaldaklofskvisl, and have to wade the substantial but fairly shallow Blafjal- 
lakvisl. The scenery beyond opens up into a grey-brown gravel desert, fringed by 
the surreally green hills and Myrdalsj6kull’s ice cap, as you follow a four-wheel-drive 
track southwest. Part-way across the desert, there’s another bridge over the Innri- 
Emstrua, where this chocolate-brown glacial river hammers over a short waterfall 
with such force that it sends geyser-like spurts skywards. Then it’s back across the 
gravel, up and over various hillocks, until you find yourself descending bleak slopes 
to the hut at Botnar-Emstrur, whose campground is in a small, surprisingly lush 
gully. Otherwise, the immediate scenery appears barren, though there’s a short walk 
west to Markarfljotsgljufur, a narrow, 180m-deep gorge on the Markarfljét, and 
superlative views of Entujékull, the nearest of Myrdalsjdkull’s glaciers, from clifftops 
around 3km southeast of the hut. 

The final 15km southwest to PorsmGrk is perhaps the least interesting section of 
the journey, though there’s initially another good view of the glacier, just before the 
path crosses the Emstrua over a narrow bridge. This is followed by a climb onto a 
gravelly heath, with the Markafljot flowing through a series of deep canyons to the 
west - easy enough to investigate, though out of sight of the path. As you follow 
the ever-widening valley, you’ll start to encounter a few shrubs before crossing a 
further bridge over the Ljésa and descending to the gravel beds of the Prénga, the 
deepest river you have to ford on the trail — don’t attempt it if it’s more than thigh 
deep. Once across you immediately enter birch and juniper woodland marking 
Porsmork’s boundary at Hamraskogar: shady, carpeted in thick grass, and with 
colourful flowers everywhere. From here, it’s a final 2km into Porsmérk to the huts at 
either Husadalur or Skagfjérdsskali — for more on which, see p.143. 
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of kilometres of the Laugavegur trail. You end up on a ridge overlooking the 
flow, near a concentration of steam vents at Brennisteinsalda, from where you 
can circuit back to the campsite via Greenagil, a small gully. 
On a clear day you really should ascend Blahnukur (945m), the large, bald 
peak to the south. There’s a straightforward, marked trail up the northeast face 
from the campsite, or, for a three-hour circuit, cross the Laugahraun lava field 
as above, but from Brennisteinsalda, head towards Blahnukur’s west side, wading 
the small stream at the mountain’s base, and cast around for the trail up (several 
small tracks from here join it — just take any of them uphill). This looks very 133 
steep from below, but after the first section on loose, ash-like scree it’s not too gaaag 
bad, though you wouldn’t want to come down this way. Around forty minutes 


should see you on the summit enjoying staggering 360 degree views; all around 
are multicoloured hills, with the campsite edged by moss-covered lava. Off to the 
northeast is Tungnaa, a sprawling area of lakes and intertwined streams at the 
source of the Skafta, which empties into the sea near Kirkjubzrklaustur. For the 
descent, simply follow the main path down the northeast face to the campsite. 


Njal’s Saga country 


Heading southeast from the bjorsa on the Ringroad, the first thing you'll notice 
are disproportionate numbers of four-wheel-drives towing boxes, and a wide, 
rolling expanse of pasture, positively reeking of horse — this is one of Iceland’s 
premier horse-breeding areas, with Oddholl, the country’s biggest stud farm, 
near the small town of Hella. The countryside between here and the distant 
slopes of Eyjafjallaj6kull to the east comprises the plains of the two-pronged 
Ranga river system, famed for its salmon and the setting for much of the action 
of Njal’s Saga (see box below), though parts of this tale were played out right 


Njal’s Saga 


Speared in the belly, Porgrim dropped his shield, slipped, and fell off the roof. 
He walked back to Gizur and the rest. 

“Is Gunnar at home?” asked Gizur, looking up. Porgrim replied, “You'll have 
to find that out for yourself — but his spear certainly is”. And then he dropped 
dead. 
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There’s nothing to beat the laconic, hard-bitten delivery of Njal’s Saga, Iceland’s 
gripping tale of Viking-age clan warfare. The story centres on the life of Nijal 
Porgeirsson and his family, who are casually ensnared in a minor issue that some- 
how escalates into a frightful, fifty-year feud. Bound by their own personalities, fate, 
and sense of honour, nobody is able to stop the bloodshed, which ends only after the 
original characters - and many of their descendants — have been killed. But there’s 
far more to Njal’s Saga than its violence, and the tale paints a vivid picture of Iceland 
at what was, in some ways, an idyllic time: the power of the AlPing at Pingvellir was 
at its peak, Christianity was overpowering paganism, and the country’s free settlers 
lived by their own efforts on farming and freebooting. 

The tale splits into three uneven parts, beginning in the late tenth century at a point 
where the fate of several participants is already intertwined. Gifted with foresight 
and generally respected by all, Njal himself is often a background figure, mediat- 
ing and advising rather than confronting or fighting, but his sons play a far more 
active role, especially the proud and ferocious Skarp-hédinn. Njal’s best friend is 
the heroic Gunnar Hamundarson of Hlidarendi, whose superb martial skills and 
physical prowess never get in the way of his generosity or sense of justice. Balanc- 
ing this nobility is the malevolent M6r6 Valgardsson, a second cousin of Gunnar’s 
who grows up hating him for his intrinsic goodness and spends the saga’s first third 
plotting his downfall. 

Around 970 Gunnar goes against Njal’s advice and marries “Thief-eyed” Hallger6é, 
a thorny character who provokes a violent feud with Njal’s household. Njal and 
Gunnar manage to remain firm friends, but Njal’s sons are drawn into the fray by the 
murder of their foster-father Pord, and the cycle of payback killings begins, quickly 
spiralling out beyond the two immediate families. M6r6 sees his chance, and manipu- 

134 lates various disreputable characters into picking fights with Gunnar, who emerges 


across southern Iceland. With the highway towns of Hella or Hvolsv6llur as a 
base, getting out to a handful of the saga sites is straightforward enough in your 
own vehicle, even if you do find more in the way of associations rather than 
concrete remains when you arrive. Alternatively, you can explore the region on 
horseback with Hestheimar (©487 6666 or 863 3199, Wwww.hestheimar.is), 
just off the Ringroad about 25km from Selfoss. Ringroad buses pass through 
Hella and Hvolsvollur year-round, with summer services stopping at Hvolsvol- 
lur en route to Dorsmork and the Fyjallabak route. 


Helia and around 


HELLA, a service centre of six hundred inhabitants where the highway crosses the 
narrow flow of the Ytri-Ranga — also known as the Holsa, the western branch of 
the river Rang, grew through the twentieth century to serve Rangarvallahrep- 
pur, the fertile farming district beyond Hekla’s southwestern extremities. Other 
than hosting the annual Landsmot National Horse Show in late June, Hella is 
really only of interest as somewhere to pause before heading on, either to historic 
sites nearby, or Hekla, clearly visible 50km to the northeast (see p.129). 


undefeated yet increasingly worn down from each confrontation. At last, Gunnar is 
ambushed by Porgeir Otkelsson, whose father he killed earlier as a result of M6rd’s 
scheming; he kills Porgeir too, but is outlawed for it and banished from Iceland at the 
AlPing in 990. Torn between his respect for the law and love of his country, Gunnar 
finds himself unable to leave, and is hunted down to Hlidarendi by a posse led by 
Moré and the upstanding chieftain Gizur the White. When Gunnar’s bowstring snaps 
during the siege, Hallgerdé spitefully refuses to give him two locks of her hair to 
restring the weapon: “To each their own way of earning fame,” says Gunnar, in one 
of the most famous of all saga lines, and is cut down. 

After an interlude describing Iceland’s conversion to Christianity in 1000, the 
violence sparked by Hallgeré thirty years earlier resurfaces when Nijal’s sons kill her 
distant relative, the arrogant Prain Sigfusson, for his part in Pordé’s death. Attempting 
to placate Prain’s family, Njal adopts his son Héskuld and buys him a priesthood, 
and for a while all seems well. But over the next decade resentment at this favourit- 
ism eats away at Njal’s sons, and, encouraged by Mord — who, now that Gunnar 
is dead, has shifted his vindictive attentions to Njal - they kill Héskuld one sunny 
morning. Hdéskuld’s influential father-in-law Flési of Svinafell agrees initially to a cash 
settlement for the murder, but Njal inadvertently offends him at the AlPing in 1011: 
confrontation is inevitable and the eighty-year-old Njal, bowing to fate, retreats with 
his sons to his homestead BergPorshvoll. Flosi and his men torch the building, kill- 
ing all but Njal’s son-in-law Kari, who escapes through the burning roof. 

Public opinion against the burning of Njal runs so high that Kari is able to remain 
free, though a hunted man, and at the following year’s AlPing he confronts Flosi and 
his allies — now known as the Burners. M6r6 stirs up trouble again and a pitched battle 
breaks out; in the aftermath, all but Kari accept the AlPing’s conditions for peace, which 
banish Flési and the Burners from Iceland until tempers have cooled. For his part, Kari 
swears vengeance, and swiftly tracks down and kills a group of Burners before fleeing 
the country himself. The action over the next few years follows Kari’s peregrinations 
around northern Europe after his enemies, before he makes a pilgrimage to seek abso- 
lution from the Pope. Returning to Iceland, Kari’s ship is wrecked at Ingolfshofdi off the 
southeast coast; walking inland through a blizzard he finds sanctuary at Svinafell and 
becomes reconciled with Fldési, bringing Njal’s Saga to an end. 435 
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The town focuses on a shopping centre on the highway, from where Pridave- 
gur runs back along the river. Buses — both Ringroad services and those heading 
to Landmannalaugar — pull in here, where there’s also an information centre 
(©487 5165, ©487 5365; Mon-Fri 10am—5.30pm), fuel station (9am-9pm), 
supermarket and bank with ATM. Hella’s primary source of accommoda- 
tion is behind the fuel station on Pridavegur at Gistihiisd Mosfell (487 5828, 
® 487 5004; camping 500kr, sleeping bag 300kr, doubles without bathroom @, 
with bathroom ®), who also hire out bicycles. A good self-catering option is 
Gistiheimilid Brenna (© 864 5531 or 861 1662, Wwww.mmedia.is/toppbrenna; 
®), 500m upstream along the riverbank in a bright pink corrugated iron build- 
ing, who run winter snowcat ascents of Hekla (see p.129). Also on Pridavegur, 
Krisjan X restaurant is good for grills and staples. 

If you fancy salmon fishing on the Ranga, you need to base yourself 8km 
east down the Ringroad at the Hétel Ranga (® 478 5700, W www.icehotel.is; O), 
a four-star establishment where — if you contact them well in advance — you can 
arrange licences to cast along the Eystri-Ranga, the river’s eastern branch. 


Pingskallar and Keldur 

Just east of Hella, Route 264 heads north off the main highway back towards 
Hekla. Seven kilometres along at an airstrip, Route 268 and the Ytri-Ranga 
branch up to the road on which Leirubakki farm sits, on Hekla’s western slopes 
at Nefurholt — a forty-kilometre journey in all, mostly on gravel tracks. About 
halfway there, Pingskallar farm was a medieval assembly site, and traces of 
around thirty buds, temporary encampments similar to those at Pingvellir (see 
p.116), have been found in the fields here. 

Stay on Route 264 past the airstrip, and 20km east of Hella is the pretty 
farm of Keldur (June—Sept daily 10am—noon & 1—6pm), though it is currently 
closed after being damaged in an earthquake (an orange sign at the Ringroad- 
Route 264 junction will let you know the latest situation). Named after the 
“cold springs” (keldur) that seep out from under a grassed-over lava flow to form 
a sizeable stream winding off across the plains, Keldur is mentioned in Njal’s 
Saga as the home of Ingjald Héskuldsson, uncle of Njal’s illegitimate son, 
who supported Kari against the Burners. Although there’s a modern farm at 
Keldur, an older string of a half-dozen turf-covered halls date back almost to 
saga times — part of the central one here was built in the thirteenth century and 
is Iceland’s only extant example of a stave-built hall from this period. There’s 
also a fifty-metre, block-lined tunnel running over to an ensemble of stalls, 
stable and a barn; estimates date this to the eleventh century. Take a moment 
to register Keldur’s location, right on the steep front of one of Hekla’s flows: 
the few stone walls defining the fields below were built to limit ash drifts and 
erosion following periodic eruptions. 

While you’re in the area, ask at Keldur for directions to Gunnarsstein, a 
boulder where Gunnar and his allies were ambushed by a group led by local 
horseman Starkad of brihyrningur. The battle that followed contains some 
of Njal’s Saga’s most savage imagery; when it was over, Gunnar’s side had killed 
fourteen of their attackers, but at the cost of Gunnar’s brother Hjért (whose 
name means “heart”). The tale describes Hjort’s burial here afterwards, and in 
the mid-nineteenth century a mound at the site was indeed found to contain a 
skeleton and a bracelet engraved with two hearts. 


Oddi 
Not mentioned in Njal’s Saga, though of a similar vintage, ODDI's couple of 
houses and prominent, red-roofed church, all set on the only hill for miles 


around, are 5km southwest down the highway from Hella and then the same 
distance directly south along Route 266. Though you’d hardly credit it today, 
Oddi was once famous, when the French-educated Semundur Sigfisson 
became priest here in 1078 and established an ecclesiastical school, whose later 
alumni included thirteenth-century lawspeaker, historian and diplomat Snorri 
Sturluson (see p.170) and St Porlakur borhallsson. Semundur himself is the 
subject of several legends, including one in which the devil — disguised as a 
seal — offered to carry him back to Iceland from France so that Semundur 
could apply for the post at Oddi. When they were within sight of the shore, 
the resourceful Semundur brained the devil with a psalter, swam to safety, and 
got the job. Less to his credit, he’s also held responsible for causing Hekla’s 1104 
eruption by tossing a keepsake from a jilted lover — who turned out to be a witch 
— into the volcano. Built in 1924, the current church is pretty plain, though it has 
thirteenth-century relics squirrelled away, and a nice modern organ. 


Hvolsvollur 


Eleven kilometres southwest down the highway from Hella you reach the 
broad, open mouth of the Markarfljét valley, along which the intricately 
tangled shallow river flows westwards out from the Myrdalsjokull and 
Eyjafjallajokull ice caps. Right on the western edge is the Ringroad town 
of HVOLSVOLLUR, a few short streets labouring under an unattractive 
transmitter tower, marking where Route 261 diverges east off down the valley 
to Fljotsdalur and the Fyjallabak route (see p.139). It’s a good place to get to 
grips with Njal’s Saga country; you're close to the settings for some of the most 
important scenes in the tale, and Hvolsvollur itself — or rather the farm, Vollur, 
5km north — was the homestead of Mord Fiddle, grandfather to the tale’s arch- 
villain, Moro Valgardsson. On a purely practical note, the town is also the last 
place to stock up on provisions before heading eastwards to hiking grounds 
at Flotsdalur or Porsmork. 

Hvolsvollur’s sole attraction is the Saga Centre (©895 9160, Wwww.njala 
-is; June-Aug Mon-Fri 9am—6pm, Sat & Sun 10am—6pm; 500kr), just off the 
highway down Route 261. The bulk of this is a museum exploring the saga 
period with models of Viking houses and ships, maps, dioramas and paintings 
showing the location of local sites and the extent of Viking travels across the 
northern hemisphere, and replica clothes and artefacts. There’s also a Viking- 
style Eating Hall here, complete with wooden beams and horsehide rugs, 
which is the venue for Friday night “saga feasts” — a couple of fun hours’ worth 
of food and storytelling, with the staff dressed up in period costume (bookings 
essential; 6000kr). 


Practicalities 

Most of Hvolsvoéllur is laid out along a hundred-metre strip of the highway, just 
where Route 261 kinks east. Buses along the Ringroad, and also to borsmork 
and along the Fjallabak route, stop at the easterly Hlidarendi fuel station, 
also home to the alcohol store. The town’s other services — bank, post office 
and supermarket (Mon-Fri 9am—9pm, Sat & Sun 10am—9pm) — are all nearby. 
There are two places to stay, both down Route 261: the slightly faded Hotel 
Hvolsvéllur (© 487 8050, W www.hotelhvolsvollur.is; double without bathroom 
©, with bathroom 9), is about 50m along, while, 200m further on, the YHA 
hostel, Asgardur (© 487 5750, © hvolsvollur@hostel.is; sleeping-bag accommo- 
dation 1900kr, ©), has cabins, dormitories and outdoor hot tubs. Hvolsvéllur’s 
campground is back from the fuel station. Places to eat include the Eldsto 
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café next to the post office, and the Bjérkinn restaurant-bar next to the Shell fuel 
station, on the Ringroad at the western side of town. 


BergPorshvoll 


South of Hvollsvollur, follow Route 255 coastwards for 20km off the high- 
way and across the flat, waterlogged countryside to BergPorshvoll, where 
Njal’s homestead sat a thousand years ago. Today, a modern house occupies 
the low crest 1km from the sea, and there’s no visible trace of the original hall, 
which was besieged by Flosi and his hundred-strong Burners in the autumn of 
1011. The two sides (Njal’s party consisting of about thirty of his family and 
servants) met face to face in the open, but, urged by the old man, the defenders 
retreated into the house, and Fldsi — certain that Njal’s sons would kill him if 
they escaped — ordered the building to be set alight. After women, children and 
servants were allowed to leave, Nyjal, his wife and sons burned to death; only 
“lucky” Kari managed to break out. In support of the story, charred remains 
found here during twentieth-century excavations have been carbon-dated to 
the saga period. 


The Markarfijot valley: Hlidarendi and 
Fijotsdalur 


It’s a beautiful thirty-kilometre run east along Route 261 from Hvollsvollur up 
Fjlétshlid, the flat-bottomed, heavily farmed northern border of the Markar- 
fljot valley, with the saga site of Hlidarendi and valley setting at Fljétsdalur 
to draw you out this way: it’s also the approach road to the Fjallabak route 
around the back of the southern glaciers, and is covered by summer buses from 
Reykjavik. Ahead loom Eyjafjallajokull’s black sided, ice-capped heights, while 
on a clear day the view south extends all the way to the sea; in summer, streams 
and ponds draining the wetlands in between are alive with birds — especially 
black-tailed godwits, with their vivid orange and black plumage. 


Hlidéarendi 

The road follows the base of a long line of green hills heading up the valley, 
whose slopes contrast strongly with the starker-toned mountains opposite. 
About 17km from Hvollsvollur, a side road climbs steeply up to where a red- 
roofed church and handful of farm buildings command a splendid view of the 
area. This was the site of Hlidarendi, home to Njal’s great friend Gunnar, the 
most exemplary of all saga characters; unfortunately his fine character always 
tended to inspire envy rather than admiration. When Gunnar found that his 
wife Hallgerd had encouraged a slave to steal food from the prosperous farmer 
Otkel, he fatefully slapped her — hence Hallgerd’s refusal to help him later on 
(see box on pp.134—135) — and offered Otkel repayment. Otkel’s malicious 
friend Skamkel, however, advised him against accepting, starting the long 
sequence of blood-letting that led to Gunnar being declared an outlaw. But on 
the way to the coast to leave Iceland, Gunnar’s horse stumbled and he looked 
back to Hlidarendi across fields of newly cut hay, and knew he could never leave 
his homeland — and so, returning to Hlidarendi, met his end. 

Though there are a couple of turf outhouses behind Hlidarendi’s church, 
nothing besides the scenery remains from the saga period — though, as Gunnar 
felt, this can be ample reward (at least on a sunny day). Look on the plains below 
for the isolated rocky platform of St6éra-Dimon (called Rauduskridur in the 
saga), where Njal’s sons Skarp-hédinn and Helgi ambushed brain Sigfusson, 


The Fjallabak routes 


Fjallabaksleid comprises the area covering the old traffic routes which ran, quite 
literally, ffallabak, “behind the mountains”. There were two recognized tracks: the 
northern Fjallabak Nyrdra from Landmannalaugar (see p.131) to Kirkjubzerklaustur; 
and southern Sy6ri Fjallabaksleié from Fijétsdalur, which skirted around Myrdal- 
sj6kull’s northern edge via Alftavatn (now on the Laugavegur hiking trail; see p.132) 
and down to Vik. Today, the two routes converge at Holaskjol, a hut northeast of 
Myrdalsj6kull on the F208, and run down to the Ringroad near Kirkjubagjarklaustur 
(see p.327); the highlight of either lies just north of Hdlaskjd!l at Eldgja, a 40km-long 
volcanic canyon up to 200m deep. At present, only the Fjallabak Nyrdéra is covered 
by bus, which departs Reykjavik daily from mid-June until September and travels the 
route via Landmannalaugar, Eldgja, Holaskjol, Kirkjubeejarklaustur and Skaftafell. 


who had participated in the murder of their foster-father. Prain spotted them 
but Skarp-heédinn slid over the frozen river and killed Prain before he had time 
to put on his armour, setting in motion events which were to lead directly to 
the burning of Nyjal. 


Fij6otsdalur and Fjallabaksleid 

East of Hlidarendi, the hills grow steeper as the valley narrows, with a frill of 
small, ribbon-like waterfalls dropping down to the roadside. A track pointing 
south past St6ra~-Dimon to the Ringroad marks the start of the gravel, and 
then you’re running alongside the Markarfljot river-system’s continually shift- 
ing maze of flat, intertwined streams up Fljotsdalur, a valley caught between 
the steep, glaciated slopes of Tindafjall to the north and Eyjafjoll to the south. 
Ten kilometres from Hlidarendi and 27km from Hvolsvollur, where the road 
crosses a ford and becomes a four-wheel-drive track, the basic, self-catering 
Fljotsdalur youth hostel (©487 8498 or 487 8497; sleeping-bag accom- 
modation 1750kr) occupies a renovated turf house, open from mid-April to 
mid-October — you'll definitely need to book in advance. Fljotsdalur forms 
the southern boundary of Fjallabaksleid (see box above), and there are any 
number of hikes to attempt in the area — the most ambitious of which is the 
nine-hour return trip up Tindafjall to its ice cap, Tindfjallajokull (1462m), 
via a series of mountain huts. 


Skogar and Porsmork 


Southeast across the Markarfljot’s sprawl, the highway finds itself pinched 
between the coast and Eyjafjoll, the mountainous platform for the Eyjaf- 
jallajokull glacier. Though dwarfed in area by its big sister Myrdalsjokull 
immediately to the east, Eyjafjallajokull’s 1666m apex is southwestern 
Iceland’s highest point, and the mountain has stamped its personality on the 
area: an active volcano smoulders away below the ice, which enjoyed major 
eruptions in the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries and whose sub-glacial 
melting in 1967 sent a rock- and gravel-laden flash flood — a jékulhlaup 
~— west down the Markarfljot. 

Back on the coast, melt from Eyjafjallajokull’s fringes has created a string of 
roadside waterfalls around the settlement of Skégar; while in the highlands 
north of Eyjafjallajokull, streams feeding into the Markarfljot flow through 
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beautiful valleys at borsmo6rk, whose steep, wooded slopes and dark moun- 
tains are capped by encircling glaciers. Skogar is on the Ringroad and served 
by buses through the year, while from the coast you can reach borsmork 
either on summer buses traversing the 249/F249 west of Skogar, or on a 
popular hiking trail which ascends from Skogar via a broad pass between 
Eyjafjallajokull and Myrdalsjokull. 


Seljalandfoss and Seljavellir 


Right at Eyjafjoll’s western tip, the mostly gravel Route 249 heads north 
off the highway and around the back of the mountain to Porsmork. Just a 
few hundred metres along is Seljalandfoss, a narrow but powerful waterfall 
that drops straight off the fellside into a shallow pool; paths run behind the 
curtain — you'll get soaked but the noise of the falls is impressively magnified 
— and over to a couple of smaller falls (one of which is almost enclosed by the 
cliff-face), the meadow inbetween thick with a summer crop of cottongrass, 
kingcups and angelica. There’s a summer campsite with a turf-covered shower 
block 250m up the road from the falls at Hamragardar farm (June—Aug; © 487 
8920; 550kr), while the last place to stay before Porsmork is 7km further on 
at Stora Mork IT (© 487 8903 or 698 0824; self-catering; sleeping bag 1850kr; 
©) — the farm here featured in Njal’s Saga as the property of Ketil Sigftisson, 
a decent man who had the awkward task of being both Njal’s son-in-law and 
brother to Prain, killed by Njal’s sons at nearby Stora-Dimon (p.138). Past here, 
the road becomes the four-wheel-drive-only F249 — don’t go any further 
in a normal vehicle. 

Back on the Ringroad, east of the 249 junction, layered, rough cliffs rise back 
from the roadside, with plenty more waterfalls cascading over the edges. Twenty 
kilometres along, the hills suddenly recede, allowing views inland right up to 
the glacier, and a gravel road heads 3km north up the valley to further farmstay 
camping at Seljavellir (©0487 8810 or 487 8882; 550kr) — call in advance and 
they'll collect you from the highway. This is an excellent spot, with an outdoor 
pool and hot tub to relax in, and some wild hiking along the glowering valley 
and, via hot springs and yet more waterfalls just below the snowline, up onto 
Eyjafjallajokull itself. 


Skogar and the Porsmork trail 


A further 7km past the Seljavellir road, SKOGAR is an insubstantial, scattered 
collection of buildings set back off the highway beside Skogarfoss, the biggest of 
the local waterfalls and worth a look even if you’ve otherwise had enough of 
these things. Other reasons to stop are the entertaining museum, or the reward- 
ing hiking trail to borsmOrk up over interglacial passes. 

Skogar was settled by the twelfth century, and you'll find a detailed record 
of the region’s farming and fishing communities at Skdégar’s folk museum 
(JJune—Aug 9am—7pm, May & Sept 10am—5pm; 600kr), up against the hills to 
the east. Impromptu guided tours or folk-singing sessions organized by local 
character and curator bordur Tomasson are one of the museum’s highlights, 
but even if he doesn’t appear the exhibits themselves are interesting enough. 
Various types of traditional stone and turf farm buildings have been relocated 
to an adjacent field, while inside the main building, the centrepiece is a ten- 
metre-long wooden fishing boat from 1855, tough enough to survive being 
dragged regularly over miles of sand and gravel to be launched. Amongst the 
associated fishing gear arranged around the walls, look for the wooden moulds 
used to cast fish-shaped hook weights — a design considered to be lucky. Pick of 


the remaining exhibits include a Viking jade cloak pin, an edition of Iceland’s 
first printed bible, dating from 1544, and a fourteenth-century fragment from 
the Book of David written in Icelandic on vellum. Ask to be shown (it’s easy 
to overlook otherwise) the brass ring found hundreds of years ago, said to 
have once adorned a chest of gold hidden behind Skogarfoss by the Viking 
settler brasi — legend has it he argued with his children and didn’t want them 
to inherit his wealth. 

Skogarfoss falls themselves, at 62m high, are justifiably famous, looking good 
from a distance and nothing short of huge, powerful and dramatic close-up as 
they drop straight off the plateau — stand on the flat gravel river bed in front 
of the rainbow-tinged plunge pool, and the rest of the world vanishes into the 
soaking white mists and noise. A metal staircase climbs to the top, putting you 
eye-to-eye with fulmars as they sit on nests or wheel through the spray, beyond 


The Skogar—Porsmork trail 


The * poérsmérk trail (20km) from Skogar, over the Fimmvérdéuhals pass between 
Eyjafallajokull and Myrdalsjékull, then down the other side to Pérsmork, is (at least 
in good weather) a thoroughly enjoyable hike, with spectacular scenery. Although 
it’s feasible to do the whole thing in one day if you’re reasonably fit and start early 
enough, most people spread the trip over two days, overnighting at one of the two 
mountain huts en route run by Utivist, open July and August (bookings essential; 
®562 1000, Wwww.utivist.is). The trail is passable without equipment usually from 
around mid-June to September, though a couple of places require a head for heights 
— outside these times you'll probably need an ice-axe to cut steps during the descent 
to Pérsmork, and possibly crampons. Whatever the time of year, come prepared for 
possible rain and snow, poor visibility and cold; the track is easy to follow in clear 
weather, but play safe and carry a compass and Landmeelingar islands’ Porsmork- 
Landmannalaugar map. If you don’t want to walk alone, both Utivist and Ferdéafélag 
Islands (see p.46) organize hikes along the route most weekends from mid-June 
to late August - June 21 is especially popular, when you’ll find hundreds of people 
making the trek through the midsummer “night”. 

The trail starts by taking the staircase up Skdgarfoss, then simply follows the river 
uphill over a muddy, shaly heath carpeted by thick patches of moss and plants 
— wild thyme, with its tiny purple flowers and pungent scent, is abundant. There 
are many, many small waterfalls along the way, each of them unique: some twist 
through contorted gorges, others drop in a single narrow sheet, bore tunnels through 
obstructive rocks, or rush smoothly over broad, rocky beds. Around 8km along you 
cross a bridge and leave most of the vegetation behind for a dark, rocky plain flanked 
by the smooth contours of Eyjafallajékull to the west and and easterly Myrdalsj6kull. 
It’s another hour from here, following marker poles across gravel and snow fields, to 
the red-roofed Balduinsskali, the small and rather squalid first hut (pit toilet; 1000kr), 
though almost everybody pushes on for another forty minutes to the far better 
appointed second hut, Fimmvoérduskali (2000kr), near the route’s highest point on 
the Fimmvorduhals pass (1043m). 

From here, the trail crosses another snowfield and descends, rather steeply and 
with a chain to help you along, to Heljarkambur, a 50m-long, knife-edge ridge 
with vertigo-inducing drops off either side. At the far end is the flat, muddy gravel 
plateau of Morinsheidi: head a kilometre north and you’ll arrive at its precipitous 
edges at Heidarhorn and awe-inspiring vistas of Porsmérk below (See p.143), with 
Myrdalsjokull’s icy outrunners hemming in the view to the east. The descent here is 
actually very straightforward, and from then on the path is well marked (if occasion- 
ally narrow) for the final 5km to Godaland and the Basar hut (see p.144) - allow six 
hours in total from Fimmvoérduskali. 
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Hdsadalur Aa 


Me. Stéramérk & Seljalandfoss 


which a muddy trail heads upstream to a much smaller but violent cataract and 
brilliant views coastwards and up across mossy moorland towards the distant 
glacier cap. If you’re properly prepared, you can follow the river in this direction 
right up to borsmoérk — see box on p.141. 


Practicalities 

The kilometre-long Skogar road runs north off the highway, passing a side-road 
left to the falls, before coming to a T-junction: the grey, box-like building ahead 
of you is Skogar’s school, home to the Edda Hotel in summer; turn right and 
it’s 250m to the museum. There’s a bank (no ATM) on the falls road, but no 
other services; the nearest store is some 30km east in Vik. 

Skogar’s information centre and campground with toilets and shower 
(JJune—Aug; ©487 8843 or 487 8043) is in a big, flat, grassy area in front of 
the falls. Accommodation comprises the summer-only Hotel Edda (©444 
4830, W www.hoteledda.is; sleeping bag 1600kr, ©) at the school, while along 
the falls road you'll find hot-tubs and an upmarket ambiance at the small Hotel 
Skégar (© 487 8988, © hotelskogar@simnet.is; @), and more functional ameni- 
ties at the TYYHA hostel (© 487 8801 or 899 5955, Wwww.hostel.is; sleeping 
bag 1750kr), another summer-only option with self-catering facilities. The 
only eating option is the Edda’s expensive evening buffet (2300kr), otherwise 
you're on your own. 
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Porsmork Reserve 


Hidden from the rest of the world by encircling glaciers and mountain wilderness, 
%& PérsmGrk Reserve (generally known simply as “Pérsm6rk”) covers a high- 
Jand valley north of Eyjafallajokull, watered by a host of multistreamed glacial rivers 
that flow west off Myrdalsjékull’s heights and down into the Markarfljot. Green- 
sloped, covered in dwarf willow, birch and wildflowers, with icy peaks rising above, 
this is one of Iceland’s most beautiful spots and, through the summer months, it’s a 
magnet for everyone from hard-core hikers coming to tackle the numerous trails 
to equally energetic partygoers here to unwind in a bucolic setting. 


Orientation and practicalities 
borsmork Reserve is laid out west—east along the seven-kilometre-long Krossa 
river valley, the river splitting the reserve into two distinct sections: the area 
to the north is Porsmé6rk proper; while south is Godaland. Aside from hiking 
in from Skogar or Landmannalaugar (see p.141 & p.132), the only way to reach 
the reserve is via the thirty-kilometre-long Route 249/F249 off the Ringroad 
at Seljalandfoss (see p.140). The last half of this is a high-clearance, four-wheel- 
drive-only route, and can be quite an adventure in itself, crossing a handful 
of broad glacial rivers — often impassable in bad conditions — and passing the 
rapidly shrinking Steinsholtsjékull, before reaching the reserve’s western 
end at Hasadalur. Daily buses to Htsadalur (June to mid-Sept) run from 
Reykjavik’s BSI terminal via Selfoss, Hella and Hvolsvollur; some continue 
further into the park to Basar (see p.144). Iceland’s hiking associations (see 
“Basics”, p.46) also organize guided hikes here every weekend in summer, 
with less frequent excursions year-round — including over New Year. 
Accommodation is at designated campsites (around 700kr), or using your 
own sleeping bag in hiking huts (2000kr), which need to be booked in advance 
— as always, make sure you have the receipts to show to wardens. Huts have 
communal kitchens, with hot showers a couple of hundred kronur extra. The 
closest places to buy supplies are Hvolsvollur and Vik, so bring all you need 
with you. Ideally you'll enjoy sunny weather, but come armed for wet, cold 
conditions. Considering Porsmérk’s popularity, it’s incredible that there is no 
detailed hiking map available (though there are rumours of a 1:50,000 sheet 
in the pipeline): Landmeelingar Islands’ 1:100,000 Dorsmork-Landmannalaugar is 
accurate but the detail is too small, and it needs to be combined with hiking 
association maps (available from the huts and Husadalur bus stop). The latter 
are too inaccurate to use alone, but do show the hiking trails — which are only 


irregularly pegged on the ground. 


North of the Krossa: Porsmork 

Hasadalur, at borsm6rk’s western end, comprises a bus stop and café 
(© 852 5506), where you can organize bus tickets and local accommoda- 
tion: there’s a campsite, family-sized cabins, a drab prefab block with sleeping- 
bag accommodation, and more pleasant wooden bunkhouses with kitchens. 
The scenery here is bland, however, and it’s better to follow walking tracks 
east for twenty minutes, past a former outlaw’s hideout at Snorrariki cave, to 
Ferdafélag Island’s Skagfjordsskali hut and campsite (bookings on ©568 
2533) — they also have a tiny store selling chocolate, biscuits, soap, and soft 
drinks. This is beautifully located at river level beneath knuckle-like Valah- 
nukur: you can sit on the porch and watch vehicles coming to grief on the 
river crossings (the hut has a photo album of four-wheel-drive disasters), or 
make a stiff, twenty-minute ascent of Valahnukur to orient yourself with the 
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view east down the valley of the flat riverbeds with their interlaced streams 
between black hills buffed in green, all rising to where the valley is terminated 
by Myrdalsjokull’s blue-white mass. 

The main walk north of the Krossa starts at the next bay east from the 
Skagfjordsskali hut at Slyppugil, a gradually widening, wooded gully cutting 
northeast from the river uphill to the jagged east-west ridge of Tindfjoll. The 
trail then weaves along Tindfjoll’s black-gravel, landslip-prone north face to the 
solitary spire of Tréllakirkja, before emerging onto open heath at Tindfjoll’s 
eastern end: the double-tipped cone 2km northeast is Rjupnafell, which can 
be climbed up a steep, zig-zag path to its 824-metre summit — give yourself at 
least five hours for the return hike from the hut. Alternatively, cross the heath 
to descend back into the valley down Tindfjoll’s southern slopes via Storiendi; 
the path is intermittently pegged and often seems to be leading off the edge, 
but always reappears, with some fantastic views of POrsmoOrk’s eastern end along 
the way. You end up down at river level approximately 2km from your starting 
point; this circuit takes around four hours. 


South of the Krossa: Godaland 

With Eyjafjallajokull looming above, the landscape south of the Krossa at 
Godaland is more extreme than that north of the river, and the hiking is 
harder. To get there, either stay on the bus from Husadalur, or cross the river 
using the pedestrian bridge below Valahnukur’s southern face, which leaves 
you suddenly pathless amongst shingle and small streams. Head towards the 
hollowed-out mini-peak of Alfakirkja, directly opposite the Skagfj6rdsskali 
hut, where you can pick up the 2km-long vehicle track east to Utivist’s well- 
equipped, spacious Basar hut and campground (bookings on 562 1000), 
which marks the end of the trail from Skogar (p.141). 

The most obvious local excursion from Basar is straight up Rétarfell’s 
rounded, 509m summit — the hour-long ascent via a low saddle is easy to follow 
and tiring rather than demanding. You can also descend from the saddle down 
Rétafell’s back into Hvannargil, a steep-sided, narrow canyon, which you can 
follow westwards for 2km to emerge fairly close to the pedestrian bridge. The 
next peak east of Rétarfell, and connected by a walkable, 5km-long ridge, is 
Utigénguh6foi — at 805m the highest point in the reserve not permanently 
ice-bound. Views from the top are stupendous but be warned, the final section 
is incredibly steep, with chains to help you. Give yourself at least three hours 
from Basar for the round trip. 

The best hike in the reserve — which should only be attempted by experi- 
enced hikers in good weather — follows the Skogar trail up on to the Morin- 
sheidi plateau (see p.141), from where you need to edge around the plateau’s 
western side until you find marker posts descending towards Utigénguhofei. 
Follow them up Utigdnguhofdi’s steep, scree-ridden eastern face onto the 
summit — an exhausting twenty-minute scramble — then take the trail west 
towards Rétarfell and so back to Basar. Allow six hours for the round trip. 


From Myrdalsjokull to Vik 


The country’s fourth-largest ice cap, Myrdalsj6kull blocks off and protects 
southwestern Iceland from the scouring effects of the glacial deserts — sandurs 
— further east, though it’s also responsible for creating the extensive strips of 
black, basaltic sand fringing the 30km of coastline between Skogar and Vik. Like 


neighbouring Eyjafjallajokull, Myrdalsjokull harbours a powerful volcano, 1300- 
metre Katla, which last erupted in 1918 and is worryingly overdue for another 
blast — they occur once every seventy years on average, and a recent spate of 
earthquakes in the region might be heralding future activity. Katla’s jékulhlaups 
(volcanically induced flash floods; see p.357 for more about these) have extended 
the coastline and devastated the area’s farms a dozen or more times since Settle- 
ment, and the possibility of an imminent eruption is taken very seriously. 

Moving down the coast, mountain ridges supporting Myrdalsjokull — and 
occasional outlying glaciers, such as Sélheimajékull — intrude further and 
further towards the sea, finally reaching it around Iceland’s southernmost tip, 
Dyrholaey, where they form impressively sculpted cliffs, home to innumerable 
seabirds. Past Dyrholaey, the sleepy village of Vik has more birds and some easy 
walks, and also marks the beginning of the long cross-desert run into south- 
eastern Iceland. Ringroad buses can get you to Vik, though you'll need your 
own transport elsewhere. 


Sodolheimajokull and Dyrholaey 


Not far east of Skogar, the Ringroad crosses the shallow Jokulsa Fulilekur, a 
glacial river with origins beneath the ice surrounding Katla. Look upstream 
from the roadside and you'll see the apparently insignificant, narrow ice tongue 
of Sélheimajokull, one of Myrdalsjokull’s outrunners; a good gravel track 
heads 5km up the broad river valley to a parking area, a ten-minute walk from 
the front of the glacier. Close up, Solheimajékull is steep-faced, blackened with 
melted-out grit, heavily streaked in crevasses and well worth a look, especially 
if you haven’t seen this sort of thing before — though don’t walk out onto the 
ice, as the front is unstable. You can, however, arrange a ride on a snowmobile 
with Arcanum (©487 1500, Wwww.snow.is; 8500kr) from their hut higher up 
on the glacier’s edge at Solheimskali, which is about 5km further east down 
the Ringroad and then 10km north along the four-wheel-drive F222 — call 
ahead if you need a pickup from the highway (for an extra 5000kr). You can also 
arrange year-round dog sledding trips onto Myrdalsjékull with Dogsledding 
is (0487 7747, Wwww.dogsledding.is; 8500—25,000kr), whose tours last from 
an hour to a full day; they can also arrange transport here from Reykjavik. 


Dyrholaey 

Around 12km down the Ringroad from the Solheimajokull turn-off, an unsur- 
faced, bumpy Route 218 slides 5km coastwards past a handful of farms and 
then over a causeway to where the country reaches its southernmost extremes 
at DyrhGlaey (closed 1 May—25 June for the nesting season). A set of rugged 
cliffs rising over a long expanse of black sand, Dyrholaey is a beautiful place just 
to watch the sea on a sunny day, though it’s also a noted seabird reserve, with 
every cliffside crevice occupied from April until the winter sets in, white streaks 
of guano a sign of tenancy. Stumpy, ubiquitous fulmars — gull-like but related 
to albatrosses — chatter nervously at you from their half-burrow roosts, or soar 
in on narrow wings for a closer look; out at sea, rafts of eider duck bob in the 
waves, while razorbills, guillemots and puffins, bills full of fish, dodge scavenging 
brown skuas on their way homewards. 

Once over the causeway, bear left at the junction and you'll find yourself on a 
rocky shelf above the sea with the swell hammering into the low cliffs at your 
feet; there’s a surprisingly sheltered bay around to one side, though, where a 
dense matting of tussocky grass holding the clifftop together is riddled with 
puffin burrows — sit still for long enough and you can get some good photos. 
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If you bear right at the junction, the road rises steeply to end at a dumpy, orange- 
topped lighthouse on the grassy hill above. From here you can see Iceland’s 
southernmost headland, a narrow face of rock pierced by a large arch, said to be 
tall enough for a sailboat to pass beneath. You can walk out to a cairn here, for 
views west of black sand beaches stretching up towards Skogar; to the east, the 
weather-sculpted rocks off Vik stand out clearly, though the town itself is hidden 
behind round-backed Reynisfjall, a ridge that divides the southwest’s fertile farm- 
land from the bleak expanses of sand beyond. It also blocks the weather: it’s not 
unknown for it to be snowing one side, and bright and sunny on the other. 


Vik 


Despite averaging the highest rainfall in Iceland, VIK — known more fully as 
Vik-i-Myrdal — is a pleasant place of three hundred souls nestling on the toe of 
Reynisfjall’s steep eastern slopes, a last haven before taking on the deadening hori- 
zons of the Myrdalssandur beyond, the desert laid down by Katla’s overflows. 
Iceland’s only coastal village without a harbour, Vik got going as a trading station 
in the late nineteenth century and today serves a few farms and the tourist traffic, 
with a wool factory and outlet that’s making a name for itself with some innova- 
tive designs — it’s the building next to the fuel station on the Ringroad. 

Vik’s older quarter is south of the highway along the hundred-metre-long main 
street of Vikurbraut — though the only sight as such is Brydebud, the original 
nineteenth-century store. This was actually built in 1831 on the Westman Islands 
(see opposite) and relocated here in 1895; amongst other things, it houses a small 
museum of photographs (summer daily 11am—9pm; free). A short road and 
walking track continues along Reynisfjall’s lower slopes to a black beach opposite 
three tall, offshore spires known as Reynisdrangar, the Troll Rocks, said to be 
petrified trolls caught by the sun as they were trying to drag a boat ashore. The 
headland above is a huge, stratified bird colony: lower down are kittiwakes, with 
puffins nesting on the steep middle slopes, and fulmar occupying the rocky cliffs 
near the top; the sky is full of evening activity as birds return from a day’s fishing. 
If the weather is fine, the trail up Reynisfjall from the highway also makes for a 
good hour’s climb, ending by the weather station on a muddy hilltop, with views 
east of VatnajOkull’s mighty ice cap floating above the desert haze. 


Practicalities 

Vik is laid out either side of a two-hundred-metre stretch of the Ringroad, 
with Vikurbraut heading south as you come down the hill from Skogar, and 
another road more or less opposite leading up to the church. Buses heading 
either way along the Ringroad pull in on the eastern edge of town at a fuel 
station-roadhouse (daily 9am—8.30pm); tourist information (©487 1395; 
mid-June to Aug daily 11lam—9pm) 1s available from the old store Brydebud 
on Vikurbraut. There’s a well-stocked supermarket on Vikurbraut (Mon-Fri 
9am—6pm, Sat 1lam—1pm), while the village’s bank (with ATM) and post 
office are both out on the highway. Your accommodation should be able 
to set up tours, such as guided bird-watching hikes or snowmobiling on 
Myrdalsjokull (see p.144), or contact Dyrholaeyjarferdir (0487 8500, W@www 
.dyrholaey.com) for tours exploring Dyrhdlaey and the adjacent coastline by 
boat and amphibious vehicle (3500kr). 

The campsite (©487 1345; 600kr) with showers, a large shelter shed and 
cooking facilities, is inland from the fuel station, on the eastern side of town. 
Top of Vik’s accommodation options are the TYYHA hostel, open April to 
November (©487 1106, Wwww.hostel.is; sleeping bag 1850kr), which has 


wonderful views from its rise near the church, and the characterful Hotel Lundi 


at Vikurbraut 26 (©487 1212, ®@www.hotelpuffin.is; sleeping bag 2000kr, @) 
~ the inn-like main house has the better rooms, while cheaper board is available 
in an older, tin-sided building with self-catering facilities. Other options include 
Gistihus Arsalir, a big, homely guesthouse on the hillside as you descend to Vik 
(® 487 1400; sleeping-bag accommodation 1950kr, ®); and the modern, Edda- 
run Hotel Vik (© 487 1480, ®www.hoteledda.is; @) near the campsite. 

Brydebté houses a café-restaurant called Halldorskaffi (Mon-Sat roughly 
11am—8pm), serving good trout, coffee and cakes; the only alternative is burgers 
and sandwiches from the roadhouse. For entertainment, there’s a sports centre 
with a pool in the street behind the supermarket (Mon-Fri 7.10am—9.30pm, 
Sat & Sun 10am—5pm; 350kr). 

Heading east from Vik, the highway is highlighted by two alarming orange 
warning signs, alerting you to the possibility of a Katla eruption and the dangers 
of sandstorms in Myrdalssandur. If you’re crossing under your own steam, take 
any sandstorm warnings seriously and note that it’s over 70km to the next town, 
Kirkjubajarklaustur (see p.327). 


The Westman Islands 


The Westman Islands — Vestmannaeyjar — are an archipelago of fifteen or so 
scattered, mostly minuscule volcanic islands around 10km off the coast south of 
Hvolsvollur. The only inhabited one in the group, Heimaey, is an easy trip from 
the mainland, and there are two immediate draws: Eldfell volcano, still steaming 
from its 1973 eruption, an event that doubled the width of the island and almost 
swallowed Heimaey town; and the legendary birdlife, especially the large puffin 
population (see box p.148). Heimaey is small enough to explore thoroughly in 
a short time, yet it still forms a self-contained community that sees itself as quite 
distinct from the mainland, where people talk about “going over to Iceland’, as 
if it were another country. Heimaey aside, the other Westmans are difficult to 
land on and so only infrequently visited by bird or egg collectors, but you may 
be very lucky and score a trip around Surtsey, the group’s southernmost outpost 
and newest island, which sprang from beneath the waves during the 1960s. 

Geological babies at only 12,000 years old overall, the Westman Islands were 
inhabited some time before the mainland was officially colonized in the ninth 
century by Ingolfur Arnarson and his foster-brother Hjérleifur Hrodmarsson. 
The brothers had brought British slaves with them who, coming from the lands 
at the west of the Viking world, were known as Westmen; Hjorleifur’s slaves 
revolted, killing him and fleeing to these islands — hence the name — where they 
were tracked down and slaughtered by a vengeful Ingolfur. Over the succeed- 
ing centuries Heimaey became permanently settled, but was generally outside 
the mainstream of Icelandic history until Algerian pirates raided on July 16, 
1627, killing or enslaving half the population of five hundred. It took some 
time to get over this disaster, but by the twentieth century mechanization and 
the country’s economic shift from farming to fishing saw Heimaey becoming 
a prosperous little haven, well positioned for taking advantage of what are still 
the North Atlantic’s richest cod and haddock grounds. 
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Icelandic puffins 


Puffins — lundi in \celandic — belong to the auk family, which includes razorbills 
and guillemots (murres), and are basically the northern hemisphere’s equivalent of 
penguins. Puffins are, without doubt, the most charismatic of the auks, plump little 
birds with an upright build and pied plumage, all set off by bright orange feet and a 
ridiculous, sail-shaped bill striped yellow and red. This comical livery is compounded 
by an aeronautic ineptitude: their method of landing seems to consist simply of 
putting out their feet and stopping flying - bad enough to watch on water, but pain- 
ful to see them bounce and skid on land. Puffins also seem to get victimized by just 
about every other seabird species: when feeding young, they fly back from fishing 
with their catch carried crosswise in the beak like a moustache, a clear signal for gulls, 
skuas and even razorbills to chase them, hoping they’ll drop their chick’s meal. 

Each April, around six million puffins arrive to breed in Iceland from unknown 
wintering grounds, a sizeable chunk of which home in on Heimaey, excavating nest- 
ing burrows in huge, dense colonies on the island’s grassy cliffs — surrounding seas 
are rich in herring fry, on which puffins raise their young. Watching a colony involves 
a bit of sensory overload at first, and it takes a while before you can sort through the 
confusion and concentrate on details: pairs excavating and cleaning up burrows with 
foot and bill, preening each other, or just sunning themselves on the grass, and the 
adults’ desperate flights back from their fishing grounds. The fledgeling puffins, or 
pufflings — who lack the adults’ colourful bill — stay in the burrow until, one night in 
August, all the adult birds depart Heimaey at the same time, and hunger draws the 
pufflings out for their first flight. Many then become confused by the town’s bright 
lights and fly, dazzled, into buildings; local cats get fat on this easy prey, but residents 
round up birds and release them. 

Westman Islanders also eat puffins, collecting eggs and netting up to a quarter of 
a million birds annually as food - all hunters are licensed, and great care is taken 
to catch only non-breeding birds. The meat is dark and rich, and often tangy from 
being smoked; if you want a taste, several of Heimaey’s restaurants offer it during the 
summer, or you may be able to buy birds more cheaply in the town’s supermarkets. 


Fresh problems lay ahead, however. The submarine eruption that formed 
Surtsey turned out to be the prelude to events a decade later on January 23, 
1973, when a two-kilometre-long volcanic fissure suddenly opened up eastern 
Heimaey beside the long-extinct cone of Helgafell. Within 24 hours the 
entire island had been evacuated and the new volcano Eldfell was gushing lava 
in violent spasms; houses were buried beneath the flow, set afire by lava bombs, 
or simply collapsed under the weight of accompanying ash. Worse still, the lava 
threatened to block the harbour mouth until halted by the novel method of 
pumping sea water onto the front of the flow. When the eruption ceased in 
June, Heimaey was two square kilometres bigger, had a new mountain, and, 
amazingly, a better harbour — the entrance is narrower now, but more effec- 
tively shielded from prevailing easterly winds. Only one person was killed 
during the eruption, but 1700 islanders never returned, leaving a population 
of around five thousand today. 


Getting to the Westman Islands 

The most reliable way to reach Heimaey is aboard the Herjolfur car and passenger 
ferry (bookings & timetables on ®481 2800, Wwww.eimskip.com; 1800kr per 
person each way), which departs daily at noon and 7.30pm from Porlaksh6fn, 
a small port 20km south of Hveragerdi, comprising a sprawl of relief housing for 
islanders evacuated from Heimaey in 1973. borlakshofn buses from Reykjavik’s 


main bus terminal (1000kr), Hverageréi and Selfoss are timed to connect with the 
ferries. Porlaksh6fn’s ferry terminal is left off the main road as you enter town, 
where you can buy tickets if you haven’t done so already — you should arrive at 
least thirty minutes before departure.An onboard cinema and café make the Herjol- 
fur as comfortable as possible, though the crossing (2hr 45min) can be rough. 

You can fly daily to Heimaey, though weather frequently cancels or delays 
services. Flugfelag Vestmannaeyjar (0481 3255, Wwww.eyjaflug.is) flights leave 
from Bakki, a tiny airstrip south of Hvolsvollur; the journey takes just six minutes 
and costs around 5000kr return. You can also fly from Reykjavik with Landsflug 
(© 481 3300, Wwww.airiceland.is), a journey of around thirty minutes. 

If possible, pick a sunny couple of days between May and September for your 
visit, allowing time for walks, intimate contact with puffins and thirty other 
breeding bird species, plus the chance to see whales and seals. If you want 
to party, join in the August Bank Holiday Weekend bjéodhatid, a festival to 
commemorate Iceland’s first steps towards full independence in 1874, which 
involves bands, fireworks, a huge bonfire and three days of hard drinking with 
thousands of other revellers. Note that all transport to and from the island for a 
week either side of the festival gets booked long in advance. 

As to the Westmans’ weather, temperatures are amongst the mildest in Iceland, 
but things can get extremely blustery — the country’s highest windspeed, 220km 
an hour, was recorded here. 


Heimaey 


By far the largest of the Westman Islands, 3% Heimaey — Home Island — is only 
around 6km in length and, except along the east and north coasts, is pretty flat 
and grassy. At its broad top end you'll find Heimaey town and the harbour 
faced by a narrow peninsula of sheer-sided cliffs; east of here, buildings are 
hemmed in by Eldfell, the fractionally higher slopes of Helgafell, and the rough, 
grey-brown solidified lavafield, Kirkjubejarhraun, under which a third of the 
original town vanished in 1973. Moving south down Heimaey, you pass the 
cross-shaped airstrip, beyond which the island tapers to a narrow isthmus, over 
which the rounded hummock of Storah6f0i rises as an end point — one of the 
best places on the island to watch birds. 


Heimaey town 


Heimaey town is an attractive place, quiet and low-key. The aquarium and 
natural history museum, south of the ferry terminal on Heidarvegur 
(May-Sept daily 11am—5pm; Sept—May Sat & Sun 3—5pm; 500kr), sports cases 
of rocks and stuffed animals, as well as more entertaining tanks of live marine 
fauna. Up the road on the corner with Vestmannabraut, Heimaey’s cinema hosts 
the summertime Volcanic Film Show in English (daily mid-June to mid-Sept; 
600kr), an hour-long account of the eruption and snippets about life in the 
islands — when they run, the evening show is best as there’s a question-and- 
answer session afterwards. A few minutes away down Hasteinsvegur, there’s also a 
Folk Museum at the library (mid-May to mid-Sept daily 11am—5pm; mid-Sept 
to mid~May Sat & Sun 3—5pm; 400kr), whose extensive collection dates from 
the Algerian invasion onwards, padded out with cases of stamps and coins. 
Down at the harbour, you'll find a tightly packed fleet of fishing boats and 
several warehouses processing their catches, yards piled with kilometres of 
black and green fishing nets being examined and repaired. Around 500m east 
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along Strandvegur, the road 
crosses the edge of the 1973 
flow and passes the neat lava- 
block walls of Skansinn fort 
built by the English in the 
thirteenth century and revived 
after the pirate raid to house 
Iceland’s first and only army. 
This wasn’t the sole occasion 
that pirates took advantage 
of the Westmans’ isolation: a 
sixteenth-century rover named 
Gentleman John once stole 
Heimaey’s church bell. Just 
across from Skansinn, Land- 
lyst (mid-May to mid-Sept 
daily 11am—5pm; 500kr) was 
Iceland’s first maternity hospi- 
tal, though aside from the 
nineteenth-century wooden 
building, the exhibition is 
dull; while the extraordinary 
Stafkirkjan is a Viking-era- 
style wooden church with a 
steep, black shingle roof, conse- 
crated in 2000 to celebrate a 
thousand years of Christianity in Iceland. The building faces the presumed site 
of the country’s first purpose-built church, raised by Gizur the White a few 
years before he championed the new faith at the AlPing in 1000 AD. 

Back near the harbour off Strandvegur, you can follow first Kirkjuvegur and 
then Heimagata and Helgafellsbraut below the two-storey-high, steeply sloping 
Kirkjubejarhraun lava flow that swallowed up the eastern end of town. Off 
the south end of Helgafellsbraut, there’s an ongoing archeological excavation 
which plans to uncover some of the houses buried under ash during the erup- 
tion; progress is slow, as it’s a painful and emotive issue for many locals. 

For a final idea of just what Heimaey’s population went through in 1973, head 
south to black-roofed Landakirkja on Kirkjuvegur, the island’s main church. 
Enter the cemetery opposite through its arched, wrought-iron gates and on the 
left you'll find the grave of Theodora Jonsdottir, whose two-metre-high memo- 
rial is topped by a statuette of an angel, missing a hand. Ash buried this to the 
angel’s thighs; it took Heimaey’s residents over a year after the eruption to dig 
their town out of the black drifts. 


A Heimaey’s Stafkirkjan 


Practicalities 

Inevitably clustered around its harbour, Heimaey’s small centre is split by the 
south-running main street Heidarvegur, with most services and attractions in 
the streets east of here between the harbour and Hasteinsvegur. 

The airport is a couple of kilometres south of town; a bus or taxi meets all 
flights. At the harbour you’ll find the ferry terminal, with daily departures at 
8.30am and 4pm back to the mainland, where you can connect with buses to 
Reykjavik, Hveragerdi and Selfoss. The tourist information office (Mon-Fri 
10am—6pm, Sat 10am—5pm, ©481 3555, Wwww.vestmannaeyjar.is) is at the 
library, while the bank (with ATMs) is on Bartstigur. For payphones try either 
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the post office on Vestmannabraut, the town’s fuel stations, or the cinema — which 
also has Heimaey’s only public toilet. There are two supermarkets: Voruval, 
which looks like a domed tent, on Vesturvegur (daily 8am—7pm); and the slightly 
better-stocked Kronan two streets over on Strandvegur (daily 10am—7pm), with 
the state alcohol shop next door (Fri 11lam—7pm & Sat 11am—2pm). 

Heimaey’s campground (692 6952; 700kr) is dramatically located 1km 
west of town at Herjolfsdalur (see p.153), where you’ll be lulled to sleep by 
the mutterings of thousands of fulmars roosting above you; it has showers, 
toilets, laundry and a shelter shed for cooking. If you’re here for the August 
festivities, come a few days early to find a pitch. Much of Heimaey’s other 
accommodation is run by the plush hotel Ddérshamar at Vestmannabraut 28 
(481 2900, © thorshamar@simnet.is; @): use the same contact details for 
the mid-range Hamar on Herjélfsgata (@), the self-catering Mamma, Vest- 
mannabraut 25 (®) and the IYHA hostel, behind the Dédrshamar (sleeping 
bag 2100kr, ©). Good guesthouses include the extremely friendly Hreidrid, 
at the corner of Faxastigur and Heidarvegur (©481 1045, @eyjamyndir 
@isholf.is; sleeping bag 1800kr, @), which can also organize everything 
you'd want to do on Heimaey; the long-established Arny, a few minutes’ walk 
east of the centre at Illugata 7 (®&®481 2082; sleeping bag 1800kr, ®); and 
the slightly drab but decent Heimir (© 481 2929, @481 2912; @) near the 
harbour on Heidarvegur. 
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Heimaey has plenty of places to eat. For coffee and cake, try the excellent 
K6kuhus bakery on Barustigur; fast food is available at Pizza 67 on Heidarvegur. 
Café Maria, on Vestmannabraut and Skolavegur, is a cosy upmarket café-restaurant, 
serving relatively expensive but big portions — try the excellent grilled monkfish 
(2500kr), lamb, or savoury crepes (900kr). For a different atmosphere, there’s 
the incongruous Greek taverna-style Lanterna on Barustigur, a mid-range place 
which serves delicious puffin, cod and mussels, grills and salads. 


Around the island 


Heimaey’s compact spread of lava and volcanoes — including a still-steaming 
Eldfell — some stiff cliff-hikes around the north peninsula or easier trails down 
south, and abundant bird life, need a day or two to do them justice, but try and 
allow extra time to return to favourite spots. It’s possible to walk everywhere 
along tracks and roads, and in summer Viking Tours (©488 4884, Wwww 
.vikingtours.is) also organizes daily bus and boat tours around the island. 


Heimaklettur, Eldfell and Helgafell 

Steps from Heimagata take you up on top of the 1973 lava flow, though it’s 
hard to imagine this huge mass of sharp-sided, weirdly shaped rubble moving at 
all, let alone flowing. Newly placed signs map out the original street plan 16m 
underfoot, while engraved headstones and collections of little stones painted 
with windows and doors mark where somebody’s home lies buried. 

Heading northeast, you cross the road and end up at a lookout opposite yellow 
Heimaklettur cliffs, a good first spot to spy on seabirds: and it’s pure chaos, 
the rocks packed to critical mass with various types of guillemots. If you’re 
wondering how they manage to nest successfully on such incredibly narrow 
ledges, the secret is in the almost conical shape of their eggs, designed to roll in 
a circle around their tips, rather than in a straight line over the edge. Red marker 
poles lead around the coast from here across ankle-twisting debris, with quick 
asides down to shingle beaches or deeper into the flow; half an hour will see 
you rejoin the road a short distance from Eldfell’s north face. 

Both Eldfell and Helgafell are close to town and not too steep, and you won’t 
need too much time or energy to climb them. Eldfell is easiest: the north side 
of the dark red scoria cone was washed away by the outflowing lava, and a path 
leads up the remains from the road to the west — allow twenty minutes. One of 
the first things islanders did on returning in 1973 was to start turfing Eldfell’s 
slopes to stabilize the ash; aerial seed drops during the 1990s also helped, and 
today about half the cone is well grassed. Views from Eldfell’s 205m-high east- 
ern rim take in the lava flow to the north, the other Westman islands and the 
mainland’s southwestern coast and crisp ice caps. The soil is still steaming up 
here — in fact, a metre down it’s over 500°C. 

Immediately southwest of Eldfell, Helgafell looks similar but is a bit taller (226m) 
and some five thousand years older. The north and southwest faces present the 
swiftest routes to the summit, which was used as a lookout post during Heimaey’s 
pirate period; today the crater is almost filled in, a shallow, sterile depression. 


The north peninsula 

Heimaey’s north peninsula is the wildest part of the whole island, a four- 
kilometre string of sheer-sided cliffs and hills that includes the island’s apex. Be 
aware that some of the tracks described here are potentially very dangerous, and 
to tackle them you need to be confident on narrow trails with hundred-metre 
drops either side. 
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Start a kilometre west of town by the campsite and golf course at Herjolfsdalur, 
a dramatically scaled bowl formed from a long-dead, partially collapsed volcano. 
Setting for the August festival, it is also home to the remains of Landnamsbeer, 
Iceland’s oldest known settlement. While only traces of the original survive at 
the edge of the golf course, you can see from the nearby timber, lava-block and 
turf reconstruction what this Norse-style longhouse looked like, with separate 
kitchen area, pigsty and outhouses. Carbon-dating places parts of Landnamsbeer 
in the seventh century, though Icelandic historical records say that the farm was 
founded two hundred years later. Either way, it was abandoned around 1100, 
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perhaps due to overgrazing on the island. The hike up the grassy crater slope 
behind looks much steeper than it is, and once at the top you'll find yourself on 
a narrow rim, with a drop down the far side straight into the sea. The peak to the 
west is Blatindur (273m), scaled by a slippery path, while east is a very tricky 
goat-track along the rim to Ha — tackling either is not recommended. 

For an easy ascent of Ha, return to the western side of the harbour on 
Hlidarvegur, where there’s a rope dangling down the rocks for practising 
sprengur, the traditional method used on Heimaey by men collecting puffins 
and birds’ eggs; free beginners’ sessions are held here in July (ask at the tourist 
office when to turn up). Walk up the steep grassy hillside behind and you’re on 
Ha, from where you can peer down into Herjolfsdalur, or walk north along the 
rim to opposite the transmitter tower atop Storakliff. Climbing this latter peak 
is exhausting work; the track again begins down below on the western side of 
the harbour, ascending first on steps, then scree, then ropes, and finally, a chain 
— presumably, transmitter maintenance crews are airlifted in. 

The peninsula’s northeastern heights are far harder propositions, though you 
can reach the start on the north side of the harbour easily enough. First is 
Heimaklettur, requiring a rough scramble to reach the Westman Islands’ high- 
est point of 283m. Beyond is Ystiklettur, regularly visited by puffin collectors 
but best not attempted without local knowledge and help — make enquiries at 
the tourist office or Hreidrid guesthouse (see p.151). 


Heimaey’s coastal trails 

Due to the airstrip running over the eastern cliffs, it’s not possible to circuit 
Heimaey completely, though that still leaves you with a decent 12km of 
coastal trails to follow. In summer you'll definitely see plenty of birds: 
wheatear, snipe and golden plovers love the island’s grassy slopes; ringed 
plovers, oystercatchers, redshanks and purple sandpipers pick over the shoreline 
for edibles; while skuas, eiders, gannets and auks patrol the seas. And if you’ve 
come to Heimaey hoping to see puffins, you’ll be able to get within spitting 
distance of several million of them. 

A clear 6km trail heads down the west coast from the golf course, a pleasant 
couple of hours following the crumbly cliff tops south to Storh6f6i. Initially 
there’s plenty of bald basalt overlaid by later lava flows, which clearly poured over 
the edge and into the sea, then the path rises almost imperceptibly over spongy 
grass until, halfway along, you suddenly realize that you’re fairly high up above 
the water. After crossing several fencelines, you run down to sea level again past 
frames for preparing that Icelandic delicacy hardfiskur, dried fish; you'll get an idea 
of how windy things are here from the huge bags of rocks weighting the frames 
down (and beware how rank the hardfiskur smells by this location, far from town). 
The little beach beyond is good for ducks and waders, then it’s a steep, short climb 
up grassy StérhGfdi, its top capped by a transmitter tower. There’s a viewing 
platform on the northwestern side for watching bird activity, while the south cliffs 
house a sizeable puffin colony and are a good spot to scan the seas for whales 
and gannets, the latter nesting on the sheer-sided islets to the southwest. 

From Storhofdi, carry on up Heimaey’s east coast to a steeper, rockier and 
weedier beach, often with some serious surf — this side of the island catches the 
prevailing winds — and occasional seals dodging in and out of the swell. Tidal 
pools and a couple of interesting caves might slow you down for a while — if you 
can get to them — otherwise climb the messy scree behind up onto a ridge and 
follow this north until it reaches a fenceline. A stile here gives access to the high, 
stumpy Landstakkur peninsula, complete with another puffin colony and scenic 
views. Continuing up the coast, you stay high above the sea with a dramatic 


Surtsey’s history proves that Heimaey is by no means the only island in the group 
to bear volcanic scars. In the late nineteenth century, Hellisey unexpectedly popped 
out of the waves about 5km off Heimaey’s southern tip, the first in a series of under- 
water eruptions that continued at odd intervals for the next few decades. Then, 
on November 14, 1963, a colossal explosion, accompanied by towering plumes 
of steam and ash, heralded Surtsey’s birth: within a week, there was a volcano 
rising 70m out of the sea. April 1964 saw lava appear for the first time; and when 
the eruption finished three years later, what was suddenly the Westmans’ second- 
largest island covered almost three square kilometres. Erosion has since shrunk 
it by half, but Surtsey remains of great interest to scientists, who are using it as a 
model to study how islands are colonised by plants and animals. Unexpectedly, they 
found that larger plants were the first to become established; previous theories had 
suggested grassés were first needed to hold the soil together. 

As it’s a special reserve, landing on Surtsey is prohibited unless you’re part of a 
scientific team. Your onty chance of a trip over is with Viking (see p.152), who make four- 
to six-hour circuits from Heimaey — you'll get a good look but they don’t land - once or 
twice each summer, if thay get enough people interested and the weather's suitable. 


drop into the deep blue on one side, and a gentle, grassy backslope on the other. 


Another stiff stretch uphill and you’re at a beacon above the airstrip, from where 
you'll have to cut west across country to the road and so back up to town. 


Travel details 


' : Hvolsvollur to: Hella (2 daily; 10min); Héfn (1 daily; 


= 6hr); Hveragerdi (1 daily; 55min); Kirkjubeejarklaus- 


The following schedules are valid during summer 
(approximately June—September). Exact dates and 
winter schedules are available at @® www.bsi.is 


(1 daily; 15min); Reykjavik (6 daily; 45min). 
Geysir to: Gullfoss (1 daily; 10min); Hveragerdi 

(1 daily; 1hr 50min); Laugarvatn (1 daily; 1hr 
20min); Reykholt (1 daily; 5min); Reykjavik (1 daily; 
2hr 30min); Selfoss (1 daily; 1hr 30min). 
Grindavik to: Blue Lagoon (5 daily; 15min); 
Reykjavik (5 daily; 55min). 

Hella to: Hofn (1 daily; 6hr 30min); Hveragerdi 

(1 daily; 55min); Hvolsvollur (2 daily; 30min); 
Kirkjubejarklaustur (1 daily; 3hr 30min); Reykjavik 
(2 daily; Ihr 35min); Selfoss (2 daily; 35min); 
Skdgar (2 daily; 2hr 20min); Vik (2 daily; 3hr); 
Pérsmork (2 daily; 2hr). 

HveragerOi to: Geysir (1 daily; 1hr 50min); 
Gullfoss (1 daily; 1hr 45min); Hella (4 daily; 
55min); Hvolsvollur (2 daily; 1hr 20min); Reykjavik 
(7 daily; 40min); Selfoss (7 daily; 3Omin); Skogar 
(1 daily; 2hr); Vik (daily; 2hr 20min); Porsmork 

(2 daily; 2hr 35min). 


: tur (1 daily; 3hr); Reykjavik (2 daily; 1hr 55min); 
- Selfoss (2 daily; 1hr); Skégar (2 daily; 50min); Vik 
: (2 daily; 2hr); Pérsmork (2 daily; 1hr 25min). 
Blue Lagoon to: Grindavik (5 daily; 15min); Keflavik : Keflavik to: Blue Lagoon (1 daily; 15min); 
- Reykjavik (5 daily; 1hr). 

: Landmannalaugar to: Eldgja (1 daily; 1hr 15min); 
: Hella (1 daily; 2hr 15min); Kirkjubaejarrklaustur 

: (1 daily; 3hr 45min); Leirubakki farm (1 daily; 1hr 
: 30min); Reykjavik (1 daily; 4hr); Selfoss (1 daily; 

: 3hr 15min); Skaftafell (1 daily; 4hr 45min). 

: Selfoss to: Geysir (1 daily; 2hr 30min); Gullfoss 

: (1 daily; 1hr 20min); Hella (2 daily; 35min); H6fn 

: (1 daily; 6hr 30min); Hveragerdi (7 daily; 30min); 

: Hvolsvollur (2 daily; 30min); Kirkjubajarklaustur 

- (1 daily; 3hr 30min); Laugarvatn (1 daily; thr 

> 50min); Reykjavik (6 daily; 1hr); Skdgar (2 daily; 

: Thr 20min); Vik (2 daily; 3hr); Porlakshéfn (2 daily; 
: thr); Pérsmérk (2 daily; 2hr 30min). 

: Skogar to: Hella (2 daily; 1hr); HOfn (1 daily; 2hr 

> 40min); Hveragerdi (1 daily; 2hr); Hvolsvollur 

: (2 daily; 50min); Kirkjubagjarklaustur (1 daily; 1hr 
- 55min); Reykjavik (2 daily; 2hr 40min); Selfoss 

: (2 daily; 1hr 20min); Vik (2 daily; 1hr 10min). 
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Vik to: Hella (2 daily; 1hr 25min); Hofn (1 daily; 
Ahr); Hvolsvollur (2 daily; 1hr 15min); Kirkjube- 
jarklaustur (1 daily; 1hr); Reykjavik (2 daily; 3hr); 
Selfoss (2 daily; 2hr); Skogar (2 daily; 30min). 
Périakshéfn to: Hveragerdi (1 daily; 1hr 10min); 
Reykjavik (3 daily; 1hr); Selfoss (1 daily; 40min). 
Pdorsmork to: Hella (2 daily; 1hr 45min); 
Hveragerdi (2 daily; 2hr 40min); Hvolsvollur 


Selfoss (2 daily; 2hr 30min). 


> 

é " : 
. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

. 

4 : 


: Metmeaey to: Bakki (6 daily; 6min); Reykjavik 
: (6 daily; 30min); Selfoss (on demand; 20min). 


: Melrmaey to: bérlakshdfn: 2 daily; 2hr 45min. 


(2 daily; 1hr 15min); Reykjavik (2 daily; 3hr 25min), _ Port@kshOtn to: Heimaey: 2 dally; 2hr 45min. 


a 
UY) 
CO 
© 
© 
J 
Y) 
a 
= 
@ 
ae 
[-— 


157 


s1yuBUuBIL | 1Sv09 184M 3H1 @& 


158 


CHAPTER 3 


* Deildatunguhver hot spring, 


Reykholt Witness the power 
of Iceland’s geothermal activity 
at the country’s biggest natural 
hot spring. See p.171 


Hraunfossar cascades, 
Husafell Iceland’s most unusual 
waterfalls, where subterranean 
aquamarine water tumbles lazily 
over moss-dressed rocks. 

See p.172 


Kaldidalur valley An excellent 
taster of Iceland’s remote 
landscapes of glaciers and 
grey sand deserts. See p.173 


Eiriksstadir, Haukadalur 
valley Stand on the spot from 
which the Vikings set out to 


i 


Highlights 


discover Greenland and North 
America. See p.176 


Flatey, Breidafj6rdur A night 
spent in the guesthouse on 
this idyllic farming island is 
the perfect escape from the 
beaten track. See p.185 


Big whale-watching, Olafsvik 
The best chance in Iceland 

to spot the magnificent blue 
whale is to be had on tours 
from the tip of the Sneefellsnes 
peninsula. See p.188 


Hiking up Snzfellsjokull A 
rare chance to get up close to 
one of Iceland’s glaciers. 

See p.189 


4 The Island of Flatey 


Tne west coast 


The panorama of the bay of Faxa Fiord is magnificent - with a width of fifty miles 
from horn to horn, the one running down into a rocky ridge of pumice, the other 
towering to the height of five thousand feet in a pyramid of eternal snow, while 
round the intervening semicircle crowd the peaks of a hundred noble mountains. 


Letters from High Latitudes, Lord Dufferin 


eykjavik and the Reykjanes peninsula together form the southern 

edge of Faxafldi, the sweeping bay that dominates Iceland’s west 

coast and any journey north of the capital — the Ringroad clings to 

its shores as far as the small commercial centre of Borgarnes before 
striking off inland on its way towards Bru and the north coast. Although the 
scenery is not Iceland’s most dramatic, it provides visitors travelling clockwise 
around the country with their first taste of small-town Iceland and as such 
makes a satisfying introduction to the rest of the country. If you can, it’s a 
good idea to break your journey and get a feel for what rural Iceland really 
is all about — in summer the views of flower meadows dotted with isolated 
farms sheltering at the foot of cloud-topped mountains are picture-postcard 
pretty. Travelling north, the first town you come to, the disappointing, ugly 
Akranes, with its concrete factory and fish-processing plants, is best passed 
over in favour of nearby Borgarnes, a small commercial centre with an 
excellent saga museum that also makes a good jumping-off point for the 
historical riches of Reykholt, Iceland’s largest hot spring, Deildatunguhver, 
and great hiking around Husafell. 

The “pyramid of eternal snow” to which Dufferin, who sailed his yacht Foam 
to Iceland in 1856, was referring is the glacier, Snzefellsj6kull, which sits majes- 
tically on top of a dormant volcano at the tip of Snefellsnes, a long arm of 
volcanic and mountainous land jutting out into the sea and the highlight of any 
trip up the west coast. Divided by a jagged mountain ridge, the peninsula not 
only marks the northern edge of Faxafloi bay but also the southern reaches of 
the more sheltered Breidafj6rdur, with its hundreds of islands and skerries, over 
which lie the table mountains of the West Fjords. On a clear day the snowcap is 
clearly visible across the water from both Reykjavik and the West Fjords. Some 
of Iceland’s best whale watching can be experienced off the western point of 
Snefellsnes aboard catamarans sailing from the fishing village of Olafsvik — this 
is where to come for a chance to see the biggest mammal on earth, the blue 
whale, regularly spotted off shore. From Arnarstapi on the peninsula’s southern 
coast it’s possible to take a snowmobile up onto Snefellsjokull for some of the 
most exhilarating driving — and vistas — you’ll ever experience. For splendid 
isolation, nearby Budir can’t be beaten, its wide sandy bay home only to an 
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unusually charismatic hotel complete with creaking floorboards and ocean 
views. Of Snefellsnes’ larger settlements, only north-coast Stykkishélmur 
— with its charming wooden houses and a vibrant harbour busy with chugging 
fishing vessels — is worth an overnight stay. Occupying a sheltered spot in the 
neck of land which links the West Fjords with the rest of the country, Laugar 
in Selingsdalur has some hot springs and a few cultural diversions, and makes a 
good place to break the long journey from Reykjavik to the West Fjords. 

What the west coast may lack in scenic splendour, it makes up for in histori- 
cal and cultural significance — landscapes here are steeped in the drama of the 
sagas. Close to Budardalur, to the north of Snefellsnes, Haukadalur valley was 
the starting point for Viking expansion westwards which took explorers first 
to Greenland and later to the shores of North America as heroically recounted 
in the Saga of Eirik the Red. He and his wife lived at Eiriksstadir and, 
having been outlawed from Iceland, together they pioneered the settlement 
of Greenland. It’s also thought that Leifur Eiriksson, the first European to 
set foot in North America, was born on a farm that has now been expertly 
reconstructed on the original site. Though tricky to reach, the farm is worth 
a visit for the unusually tangible remains of saga times — standing beside the 
turf-roofed farmstead overlooking a barren valley, it’s easy to see what inspired 
the early Icelanders to search for lands anew. Equally rich in history is the 
tiny village of Reykholt, just forty-five minutes outside Borgarnes — itself the 
setting for Egill’s Saga — and home to the only saga writer known by name, 
the thirteenth-century politician Snorri Sturluson. Here you can still see the 
outdoor warm pool where the great man bathed and received visitors. More 
saga history can be found in Laxardalur valley, northeast of Budardalur, where 
characters from the Laxdela Saga lived out their feud-torn lives. 


Getting around the west coast 

The Ringroad cuts right through the region to Bru, covered year-round by 
Reykjavik—Akureyri buses via Akranes and Borgarnes. From Borgarnes, Route 
54 and more year-round buses head northwest to Snzfellsnes; while for the 
Budardalur area you need to turn north off the Ringroad up Route 60 at 
Bifrdst, a route served by buses only in summer. 

In some ways it’s worth seeing the west coast as a stepping stone to the West 
Fjords: the main Reykjavik—Isafjordur bus follows Route 1 through the region; 
there’s a regular ferry from Stykkisholmur on Snefellsnes to Brjanslakur and 
bus connections to other West Fjord locations; and the Budardalur bus presses 
on to the end-of-the-road township of Reykholar in the southern West Fjords, 
though you can only travel beyond this in your own vehicle. 


Akranes and around 


Once beyond Reykjavik and its adjacent overspill town, Mosfellsbzr, the 
Ringroad weaves northwards around the towering form of Mount Esja to 
Hvalfjordur, or Whale Fjord, the biggest in southwest Iceland and named after 
the large number of whales seen here by the original settlers. During World 
War II, the fjord’s deep anchorages made it one of the most important bases 
in the North Atlantic, when British and American naval vessels were stationed 
here, providing a port and safe haven for supply ships travelling between Europe 
and North America. As the fjord kinks some 30km inland, however, it was 
something of an obstacle to road travel, until the opening of an impressive 6km 
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Hvalfjordur and whaling 


At the head of Hvalfjérdur, the disused open-air whaling station is a poignant 
reminder of Iceland’s days as a whaling nation and of the key role Hvalfjérdur 
played. Right until the late 1980s, tourist buses from Reykjavik would even wiggle 
their way round the fjord to allow visitors to watch the grisly spectacle of a whale 
being sliced up alfresco. 

Commercial whaling out of Hvalfjorédur operated from 1948 until 1989, when 
specially equipped ships harpooned fin, sei and sperm whales in the deep waters off 
the west coast of Iceland and towed them back to the Hvalfjéréur whaling station. 
Minke whales were also caught from ordinary fishing boats. In latter years, however, 
there was immense international opposition to the slaughter from various quarters, 
not least a boycott of Icelandic seafood instigated by Greenpeace, and direct action, 
when a Canadian craft sank two Icelandic whaling vessels and destroyed the whaling 
station here in November 1986. 

With its economy declining as a result of the boycott, iceland withdrew from 
the International Whaling Commission in 1992, claiming the organization set up 
to manage whaling had become one devoted solely to preventing all hunts. As an 
island nation, the Icelanders passionately believe in the right to harvest all living 
marine resources, and opinion polls at the time showed around eighty percent of the 
population in favour of whaling. Matters came to a head in March 1999 when, after 
much debate, the Icelandic parliament voted by a huge majority to resume whaling 
and called on the government to begin preparations. However, since |celand’s most 
important markets for fish are in Britain, France, Germany and the United States, 
where opposition to whaling is strongest, ministers trod carefully, aware that a coun- 
try where three-quarters of all exports are fish-related simply cannot risk another 
boycott. In October 2002 Iceland was readmitted to the IWC, the first step towards 
the resumption of Icelandic commercial whaling within the jurisdiction of the Com- 
mission, and since 2003 has harvested around 36 minke whales a year — albeit, the 
government claims, for scientific purposes. 


submarine tunnel in 1998. It was completed despite concerns from the people 
of Akranes that the shorter distance to the capital (49km through the tunnel 
compared with a massive 108km round the fjord) would kill off their local 
shops and services — fortunately their fears have proved unfounded. Twenty- 
four-hour toll booths are in place at both ends charging 1000kr per car, which 
is worth the expense to save a tedious detour. 

Just beyond the exit from the tunnel, Route 51 strikes off west from the 
Ringroad for AKRANES, the west coast’s biggest town and home to 5600 
people. Although you’d never guess by wandering around the modern streets 
today, Akranes traces its history all the way back to 880 AD when the area was 
first settled by two Irish brothers, bormodur and Ketill Bresason, most probably 
monks. Over the following centuries the village grew into a successful agricul- 
tural settlement as the name “Akranes”’, literally “field promontory”, indicates 
— corn was grown on the fertile land around Mount Akrafjall. However, it 
was when the seventeeth-century bishop Brynjolfur Sveinsson from Skalholt 
stationed a number of his fishing boats in Akranes that Iceland’s first fish- 
ing village was born, and the town has never looked back: today fishing and 
fish processing account for roughly half the town’s income, and there’s a busy, 
commercial air to the place. Akranes is also renowned for its sporting prowess 
— the local football team, [brottabandalag Akraness, have been national cham- 
pions nineteen times — and its two sports halls, swimming pools and soccer 
stadium are of a correspondingly high standard. 


Yet Akranes is hard to like: it’s gritty, entirely without architectural charm and 
a terribly cold spot even in summer as the icy winds straight off the sea howl 
round street corners, sending the hardiest locals scurrying for cover. However, 
it’s a good base from which to do some decent hikes around the heights of 
easterly Mount Akrafjall or, when the sun is shining, to explore the long 
sandy beach, Langisandur, a fifteen-minute walk from the town centre. The 
town’s one cultural grace is the Akranes Museum Centre, where you can get 
to grips with the history of the 1970s Cod Wars and admire some of Iceland’s 
sporting heroes. 


Arrival, information and accommodation 


All buses arrive at the Skutan filling station (©431 2061) at the western 
end of bjodbraut, from where it’s a left turn into Skagabraut (also known as 
Sleipnisvegur) and a ten-minute walk to the main street, Kirkjubraut, and the 
diminutive Akratorg square. Annoyingly, the tourist information office 
(mid-May to mid-Sept daily 10am—6pm; mid-Sept to mid-May Mon-Fri 
1-6pm; ©431 5566, Wwww.museum.is) is in the opposite direction, out 
at the Museum Centre, a twenty-minute walk from the bus terminal along 
Gardabraut, right into Innesvegur, then left up Vikurbraut followed by a dogleg 
into the unnamed road signed for the musuem. Here you can get practical 
information from the friendly staff about Akranes, as well as leaflets on hiking 
routes up Mount Akrafjall. 

The town’s only hotel is back in town at Kirkjubraut 11 — the Hotel Barbro 
(431 4240; sleeping-bag accommodation 2500kr, @), a plain and simple 
place with perfectly decent en-suite doubles, and breakfast included in the 
price. To get to Akranes’s oceanside campsite (May—Sept; © 431 5100) from 
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the town centre, walk northeast up Kirkjubraut for five to ten minutes to the 
junction with Kalmansbraut (actually the beginning of Route 509 out of town 
towards Borgarnes) to the small bay, Kalmansvik. 


The Town 


Although there are no sights as such in Akranes, sooner or later you'll come 
across the concrete buildings of the Haraldur B6dvarsson fish-processing 
factory, one of Iceland’s largest, which dominate the harbour area, embla- 
zoned with the name of their founder in bold red letters. Close by, the shipyard 
of borgeir og Ellert is at the cutting edge of world technology in fishing- 
trawler production. However, it’s the Icelandic National Cement Works 
(Sementverksmidjan) close to the harbour at Manabraut that really gets locals 
excited, an environmentally friendly plant founded in 1958 which uses crushed 
shells from the sea bed rather than lime as raw material; mercifully, the cement 
works are closed to visitors. 

Once you’ve exhausted these delights, home in on the town’s engaging 
Museum Centre off Gardagrund (May—Sept daily 10am—6pm; Sept—April 
Mon-Fri lam—6pm; 500kr all-inclusive ticket; @www.museum.is), home 
to four different museums containing everything from information on the 
Akranes football team to samples of quartz stone. Outdoor exhibits include 
several antique buildings; a granite monument inscribed in Gaelic and Icelandic 
commemorating the Irish role in Akranes’ history; and the twin-masted ketch 
Sigurfari, built on Britain’s River Humber in 1885, which carries the honour of 
having been the last sailing ship in the Icelandic fleet before being sold to the 
Faroe Islands where, remarkably, it fished until 1970. 

Indoors, your first port of call should be the Akranes folk musem located 
in the building between the granite stone and the Sigurfari. The most interesting 
exhibits are the hook-shaped cutters that were used to sever the nets of British 
trawlers during the Cod Wars of 1972 and 1975. Though quite ordinary to 
look at, they proved devastatingly effective when dragged across British trawler 
wires by the Icelandic coastguard, who also made use of the naval gun alongside, 
orginally made in Portsmouth. 

The adjacent, low-roofed white building called Safnaskalinn is home to the 
centre’s three other museums. Although the Mineral Museum with its mind- 
numbing displays of carbonates, zeolites and other Icelandic stones will delay 
you no more than a couple of minutes, it’s worth devoting more attention to the 
Sports Museum. Amongst its dizzying collections of cups, medals and shoes 
owned by Icelandic sports heroes, it boasts everything there is to know about 
one Vilhjalmur Einarsson, who, at the Melbourne Olympics in 1956, managed 
an astonishing 16.7m in the triple jump — you'll feel instant respect when you 
see the footprints marked on the museum floor that plot the exact distance of 
this feat, still an Icelandic record today. The Land Survey Museum, stuffed to 
the gills with maps and charts of this geologically pockmarked country, is a must 
for anyone interested in Iceland’s peculiar geography — the expert staff are ready 
to answer any question you might have on matters cartographical. 

The best swimming pool (Mon-Fri 6.45am—9pm, Sat & Sun 9am—6pm; 
® 433 1100) and sports centre in town can be found off Gardabraut at Jadars- 
bakkar; the changing rooms at the pool contain a steam room, and there’s also 
an outdoor pool and four hot pots. Behind the sports centre complex lies a 
kilometre-long stretch of sandy beach known as Langisandur — a must in 
Akranes when the sun is shining, since the southern aspect of the shore will do 
wonders for your tan. Bear in mind, though, that although the water can look 


tempting on a sunny day it fails the big-toe test by a long way; it’s barely 5°C 
warm at the height of summer. 


Eating and drinking 


The best bet for eating is the popular Hroi Hottur at Stillholt 23, essentially a 
glorified pizzeria serving good-value burgers from 760kr, fish and chips for 
around 1200kr, decent pizzas for 1350kr, and beer at 490kr; a takeaway service 
is also available. For finer fare, head for the restaurant inside Hotel Barbro at 
Kirkjubraut 11 — the décor may be maroon and of questionable taste but the 
food is good quality. The best bet here is the fish of the day, generally around 
1500kr with salad, although there’s also beef steak for 1600kr, burgers from 
800kr and pizzas starting at 1235kr; a half-litre of beer costs 500kr. Otherwise, 
there’s the Hardarbakari bakery at Kirkjubraut 54, selling the usual range of 
white loaves, Icelandic flatbread and cakes. Come Thursday, Friday and Saturday 
evenings, the town’s youth can be found drinking at Café Mork, Skolabraut 14, 
a stylish bar-cum-disco where beer costs 700kr a bottle, except on Thursday 
nights, when you can get a litre for an unbelievable 800kr. Snacks such as sand- 
wiches and burgers are also available for around 900kr. 


Mount Akrafjall and Glymur 


On approaching Akranes from the Ringroad you'll have driven by Akrafjall 
mountain, which, at 643m, is not only 200m higher than Reykjavik’s Mount 
Esja, but also dominates the skyline east of town. The mountain offers one of 
the best panoramas in the west of Iceland, with spectacular views not only of 
Akranes but also, on a clear day, of Reykjavik. On a sunny day you’ll find most 
of the town out here either climbing the flat-topped mountain or picnicking in 
the lush meadows at its foot — during summer you’ll also find copious numbers 
of seabirds, especially kittiwakes, nesting on the mountain’s craggy sides. Of 
the mountain’s two peaks, the southern one, Haihnikur (555m) is easier to 
climb thanks to a well-defined path leading to the summit from the car park 
below. The higher northern peak, Geirmundartindur, is split from the other by 
a river valley, Berjadalur, through which most of the town’s water supply flows. 
For details of the various ascents ask at Akranes’s tourist office (see p.163) for 
their free map, Uppgdnguleidir a Akrafjall. 

From the mountain, Route 47 winds its way east around the northern shore 
of Hvalfj6rdéur towards Iceland’s highest waterfall, Glymur. The falls drop 
nearly 200m from the boggy ground to the west of Hvalvatn lake, but it can 
be difficult to find a vantage point from where to see the spectacle at its best. 
A rough track leads up through Botnsdalur valley at the head of Hvalfjordur 
towards the falls — allow about an hour from the road. Incidentally, according to 
Icelandic folklore, a mythical creature, half-man, half-whale, which once terri- 
fied locals from its home in the dark waters of Hvalfjordur, was tricked into 
swimming out of the fjord, up the river and the Glymur falls, before dying in 
the waters of Hvalvatn — where, oddly, whale bones have been found. 


Borgarnes and around 


On leaving Akranes the Ringroad covers a lonely and exposed 38km before 
reaching BORGARNES, the principal town of the Borgarfjordur region, which 
not only enjoys a spectacular setting on a narrow neck of land reaching out into 
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the fjord but also has excellent views inland to the glaciers of Eiriksj6kull and 
Langj6kull. The stretch of road from Akranes, particularly around Hafnarfjall, on 
the southern approach to Borgarnes, is one of the most hazardous in the entire 
country — facing westwards, it takes the full brunt of violent storms which drive in 
from the Atlantic and not surprisingly closes frequently during the winter months, 
as cars have been overturned here by the brute force of the wind. In summer 
things are not quite so severe but it is still an extremely windy spot. 

Unlike most other coastal settlements, Borgarnes isn’t dependent on fishing 
— powerful tidal currents in the fjord have put paid to that — but is primarily a 
service centre for the surrounding dairy farmers who rely on the town’s slaugh- 
terhouse and good roads for their livelihoods. However, the town’s main claim 
to fame is its historical association with the ninth-century settler, Skallagrimur 


Egill’s Saga 


Few characters in literature have been as sharply drawn as the eponymous hero of 
Egill’s Saga. The story tells the life of the sullen, brutish and ugly Egill Skallagrimsson 
(c910-990), whose personality is glimpsed before he even appears in the tale, when 
both his grandfather and father are revealed as “shape-changers”, or werewolves. 
From his youth through to his dotage, Egill is depicted as relentlessly mean and trouble- 
making, though also industrious, clever and a gifted poet, and the final picture of him is 
of a remarkable and complex individual, who never seeks an easy path through life. The 
saga was probably written by the thirteenth-century politician Snorri Sturluson, and 
it’s no coincidence that its central framework, that of a free man stubbornly defying the 
might of the Norwegian throne, mirrored the political situation in Iceland at the time of 
its composition, when Norway was attempting to annex the country. 

Egill was born to Norwegian parents who had settled in Iceland to escape the 
wrath of their king, Harald Fairhair. The most telling event of his youth is when his 
father Skallagrimur’s wolfish nature erupts during a ball game, and he tries to kill 
the twelve-year-old. Egill’s nurse saves him, but both she and Egill’s best friend are 
killed by Skallagrimur, and Egill’s revenge is to murder his father’s favourite slave at 
dinner that night. A few months later, Egill makes the first of many Viking expeditions, 
meeting the man who is to become his arch-enemy: King Eirik Bloodaxe of Norway 
(c895-954), Harald’s son. Re-igniting the family feud, Egill falls out with the king and 
manages to humiliate him publicly, kill his son and survive an attempt by Queen 
Gunnhildur to poison him — all in one night. Having lost the respect of his subjects and 
been shamed out of Norway, King Eirik takes up residence across the North Sea in 
Viking Jorvik (York) only to receive an unexpected visitor — Egill has been shipwrecked 
on the Yorkshire coast and decides to settle up with his foe. Although condemned to 
death, he composes a poem in praise of the king and his life is spared. 

After many successful years as a Viking, Egill returns to Iceland around 957 and 
settles down as a farmer. Then tragedy strikes: his sons Bédvar and Gunnar die 
in accidents and Egill is so distraught he decides to starve himself to death. But 
his daughter Porger6 tricks him into drinking some milk and composing a poem 
— known as Sonatorrek, “Lament for my sons” —- and he becomes so caught up in 
the work that his spirits revive. 

According to the saga Egill lived out his final years in Mosfell just outside Rey- 
kjavik. There, taunted by servants as he sits blind and incontinent by the fire, he plans 
one last act of mischief: to take his hoard of Viking silver to the AlPing, and start a 
riot by scattering it amongst the crowds. Frustrated in this by his daughter-in-law, 
one night Egill vanishes along with his loot and two servants. He’s found the next 
morning, stumbling blindly alone in the fields, and admits to having hidden his treas- 
ure and killed the men. He dies later that year, irascible to the last, and is eventually 
interred — as befits his violent, pagan life — at the boundary of Mosfell’s churchyard. 


Kveldulfsson, father of the pirate, thug and poet Egill Skallagrimsson, hero 
of Egill’s Saga (see box opposite). Their lives and times are explored in a first- 
rate museum, while plenty of Borgarnes’ streets recall characters from the saga: 
Skallagrimsgata, Kveldulfsgata, BOdvarsgata and Egilsgata to name but a few. 


Arrival and information 


The first thing you see in Borgarnes is a clutch of service stations and a shop- 
ping complex filling Bruatorg, the “town square” next to the highway; all 
buses pull up in the vicinity. Inside the centre is a bank (Mon-Fri 9.15am— 
4pm) with ATM, a supermarket, state liquor store (Mon—Thurs 11am—6pm, 
Fri 11am—7pm, Sat 11am—2pm), pharmacy (Mon-Thurs 9am—6pm, Fri 9am— 
9pm, Sat 10am—2pm; © 437 1168) and a postbox. The regional tourist office 
is here too (JUune—Aug Mon-Fri 9am—7pm, Sat & Sun 9am—3pm; Sept—May 
Mon-Fri 9am—5pm, Sat & Sun 8am—noon; ©437 2214, Wwww.west.is); the 
staff are a mine of information about west Iceland, sell maps and books about 
the region, and can provide Internet access (500kr). For details of onward 
buses, see the box on p.168. 


Accommodation 


There’s just one hotel actually in town, the bland, business-style Hotel Borgarnes 
at Egilsgata 12-14 (©437 1119, @437 1443, @hotelbo@centrum.is; O), 
a ten-minute walk from the highway down Borgarbraut, then right. Alterna- 
tively, a couple of kilometres south of town across the fjord, in a stunning setting 
at the foot of Hafnarfjall, the Motel Venus (© 437 2345, © 437 2344; sleeping-bag 
accommodation 1750kr, ®) has simple, comfortable doubles with shared facili- 
ties; all buses pass the motel. For cheaper. farmhouse accommodation, it’s hard 
to beat the working farm Bjarg (© 437 1925 or 864 1325, ©@bjarg@simnet.is; 
sleeping-bag accommodation 1600kr, @), a twenty-minute walk north of town 
following Borgarbraut all the way; here, the smells and sights will give you a 
real taste of Icelandic country life, as well as a healthy appetite for their tradi- 
tional cooking. There’s also the charming Hamar youth hostel (mid-May to 
mid-Sept; ® 437 1663, ©437 2063, © hamar@hostel.is; 1900kr, breakfast 800kr 
extra), situated on the Ringroad an inconvenient 4km north of town, though 
accessible by bus. The campsite (©437 2214) is back in town on Borgarbraut, 
just behind the Esso station. 


The Town 


Home to barely eighteen hundred people, Borgarnes is not a big place, compris- 
ing little more than a few streets filling a narrow, 1500m-long peninsula. The 
main drag, Borgabraut, runs southwest down the peninsula from the highway 
to the sea. About halfway along is Skallagrimsgardéur, a small but pleasant 
park at the junction with Skallagrimsgata. By the entrance on the left is the 
burial mound of one of Iceland’s earliest settlers, Skallagrimur Kveldulfs- 
son, complete with horse, weapons and various other Viking accoutrements. 
Originally just plain Grimur, he obtained the first part of his name, Skalla 
(“bald”), because he lost all his hair at an early age. Skallagrimur’s son, Egill, is 
portrayed on the accompanying monument carrying home the body of his own 
son, Bodvar, who drowned in the Hvita river during a storm: it was in Bodvar’s 
memory that Egill composed his great poem, Sonatorrek (see box opposite). 
There are a couple of museums in town, but by far the best is the modern, 
well-designed 3% Settlement Centre of Iceland, down at the far end of 
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Moving on from Borgarnes 


Oddly, for such a small place, buses out of Borgarnes leave from several different 
places. Those from the Hote! Borgarnes and the Esso filling station on Bruartorg 
square go to Reykjavik, Reykholt, Akranes, Snzefellsnes, Budardalur and Reykholar 
in the West Fjords; buses from the Shell station go to Hélmavik, where there are con- 
nections with {safjérdur; while those from the Esso station go only to Akureyri and 
Siglufjordéur. For timetables, ask at the tourist office, the Héte/ Borgarnes or the fuel 
station restaurant. Buy tickets on board. 


Borgarbraut (mid-May to mid-Sept daily 10am—7pm; mid-Sept to mid-May 
Wed—Mon 11am—5pm; ®Wwww.landnam.is; each section 700kr). The museum is 
in two parts, for each of which you can pay separately and are given a recording 
guiding you around the exhibits. The first section uses interactive models (such 
as the pneumatically swaying prow of a longship) and audio-visual displays to 
give an idea of what Iceland’s first settlers would have found when they arrived 
to carve up the country between them during the Settlement period (about 
870-930). But for sheer gothic atmosphere you can’t beat the second exhibition, 
in the basement, that illustrates Egill’s Saga, with surreal and often nightmarish 
figurines, wood carvings and lighting portraying Egill’s violent life — look out 
for his werewolf grandfather lurking in the shadows, and the spooky dioramas 
of key scenes from the saga. 

Borgarnes’ other attraction is its excellent open-air swimming pool and 
sports centre (Mon-Fri 7am—10pm, Sat & Sun 9am—6pm; 350kr) on Porstein- 
sgata, a continuation of Skallagrimsgata, situated right by the water’s edge with 
great views of the fjord and the surrounding hills; there are also a couple of hot 
pots here, a waterslide, a steam room and a sauna. 


Eating and drinking 


The most popular place to eat is at the service building attached to the Esso 
filling station; it’s always full of truckers and holidaying Icelanders wolfing down 
dishes such as fish and chips with salad (1500kr), pizzas (1090kr), open sand- 
wiches (800kr) and soup (550kr); coffee costs 200kr, whilst a beer is a whopping 
700kr. Alternatively, try the Filipino-run Matstofan, near the Settlement Centre 
at Brakarbraut 3, that dishes up burgers and pizzas. For more upmarket dining, 
the Settlement Centre itself has a restaurant serving good-value dish-of-the-day 
specials (1500kr), while the Hotel Borgarnes’ restaurant has pan-fried puffin breast 
in blueberry sauce for 2900kr, or garlic fried fillet of lamb with pepper sauce 
at 3250kr — expensive but certainly mouthwatering. For evening drinking, if 
you don’t fancy the hotel bar (beer 600kr), try the cheaper Matstofan or stock 
up during the day at the vinbud. 


Borg a Myrum 

Another site mentioned in the sagas, the farm of Borg 4 Myrum, just a couple 
of kilometres north of Borgarnes on Route 54, is easily reached by buses to 
the Snzfellsnes peninsula. First settled by Skallagrimur Kveldulfsson, Egill’s 
father, this spot is, to Icelanders at least, of double historical significance because 
of its association with one of Iceland’s greatest writers, Snorri Sturluson (see 
p.170). It’s a popular spot with misty-eyed home-grown tourists, though few 
remain more than ten minutes or so, because the original farmhouse is long 
gone and there’s precious little to see here today other than a small white 


church, the borg, or large rock, after which Skallagrimur’s original farm was 
named, and a sculpture by Asmundur Sveinsson entitled Sonatorrek, after Egill 
Skallagrimsson’s moving poem (see box, p.166). 

Like so many of Iceland’s historical sites, archeological remains are thin on the 
ground, so you’ll have to arm yourself with the facts and let your imagination 
do the rest. Skallagrimur ended up here very much by chance after falling foul 
of his king, Harald Fairhair of Norway. Together with his father, Kveldulfur 
(“Evening Wolf”, so-called because he grew violent and supernaturally strong 
as dusk came on), he fled the wrath of King Harald and set sail westwards for 
Iceland. However, during the lengthy and stormy voyage, Kveldtlfur fell ill and 
ordered that, on his death, his coffin be tossed overboard and his grieving family 
settle wherever it washed up. Following his father’s instruction, Skallagrimur 
first set foot in Iceland in an area rich in bogs, forests and salmon rivers, at Borg 
4 Myrum (Rock in the Bogs), where he raised his family, naming the surround- 
ing area, accordingly, Borgarfjordur (Rocky Fjord). 

The third great man to live at Borg was Snorri Sturluson. At the age of 
nineteen Snorri married the only daughter of Father Bersi the Wealthy, of Borg, 
and moved to the farm following his father-in-law’s death in 1202 to run the 
estate as his heir. However, his marriage was not a happy one and just four or 
five years later, around 1206, he decided to move inland to Reykholt, leaving 
his wife behind. 


Reykholt and around 


The cultural highlight of any trip up the west coast, Reykholt is immediately 
appealing. Not only does this little hamlet sit amongst the wide open spaces of 
the fertile Reykholtsdalur valley, enjoying stunning views of dusky mountains 
and the sleepy Reykjadalsa river, but it also contains tangible memorials to 
Snorri Sturluson. The excellent museum here is by far and away the best place 
to get to grips with Iceland’s rich and, at times, downright confusing history of 
saga events, characters and writing. 

However, don’t view a trip here as simply a way of mugging up on Icelandic 
history. Route 518 runs east from Reykholt to the pastoral hamlet of Husafell, 
a fantastic place to fetch up for a couple of days of hiking and sightseeing at 
nearby lava fields, waterfalls and glaciers. In summer, you can also push further 
out from here for a taste of Iceland’s Interior, by following the Kaldidalur 
route (Route 550) southwest to bingvellir. Public buses can get you as far as 
Reykholt (though only twice a week), but from here you really need your own 
vehicle to explore. 


Reykholt 


Lying an hour’s drive from Borgarnes, about 40km east off the Ringroad down 
Route 50 and then Route 518, the tiny hamlet of REYKHOLT belies its 
cultural importance, comprising little more than a few geothermally heated 
greenhouses and a modern church. But a trip to the church — or rather, the 
critically acclaimed Heimskringla museum beneath it (daily: May—Sept 
10am—6pm; Oct—April 10am—4pm; © 433 8000, Wwww.snorrastofa.is; 500kr) 
— will leave you in no doubt as to Reykholt’s importance in Icelandic minds, 
packed as it is with exhibits relating to Snorri Sturluson and his writings, along 
with accounts of Reykholt’s role as a centre of learning over the centuries. The 
large prints of the sagas hung on the walls will give you an idea of what the 
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Born at the farm of Hvammur (See p.177) near Budardalur in 1179, Snorri Sturlu- 
son was descended from some of the greatest figures in early Icelandic history; 
on his father’s side were influential chieftains, on his mother’s, amongst others, the 
warrior poet Egill Skallagrimsson. At the age of two he was fostered and taken to 
one of Iceland’s leading cultural centres, Oddi (see p.136), where, over the years, he 
became acquainted not only with historical writing but also the court of Norway - a 
relationship that would eventually lead to his death. In 1206, following his marriage 
to a wealthy heiress, he moved to Reykholt and consolidated his grip on power by 
becoming a chieftain, legislator and respected historian and writer; he also devel- 
oped a distinct taste for promiscuity, fathering three children to women other than 
his long-suffering first wife, Herdis. 

Snorri Sturluson is the most celebrated figure in Icelandic literature, producing first 
his Edda (an account of Norse mythology) then Egill’s Saga and Heimskringla (a his- 
tory of the Norwegian kings up to 1177), which from its geographical detail shows 
that Snorri spent several years living in Norway. During this period he developed a 
close bond of allegiance to the Norwegian earl who reigned alongside the teenage 
king, Hakon. However, following a civil war in Norway, which resulted in the earl’s 
death, the Norwegian king declared Snorri a traitor and ordered one of his followers, 
Gissur Porvaldsson, to bring the writer back to Norway — dead or alive. On the dark 
night of September 23, 1241, seventy armed men led by Gissur burst into Snorri’s 
farmhouse in Reykholt sending him fleeing from his bed unarmed and defenceless, 
down into the cellar. Five of the thugs pursued Snorri, and there they hacked Ice- 
land’s most distinguished man of letters to death. 


documents actually looked like, if you failed to see the originals in the Culture 
House in Reykjavik. The museum’s curators are known throughout Iceland for 
their outspoken views on all things Snorri and have even done battle with the 
Icelandic government over the taxation of the Snorri estate, quoting a medieval 
document penned by the great man himself in their defence. Indeed, follow- 
ing meticulous research, staff claim that the handwriting contained on one of 
the museum prints is actually Snorri’s — make sure to see it before you leave. 
The church itself, with its specially designed acoustic walls, hosts the Reykholt 
Music Festival (© 552 3208, W www.vortex.is/festival/reykholt.htm; 2500kr per 
concert) during the last weekend in July when visiting singers and musicians 
gather for a series of classical music concerts open to the public — look out for 
details posted around the village. 

Across the lawn from the museum and at the foot of the hillock, Snorri’s 
pool, the Snorralaug, provides a rare visual example of a piece of medieval 
Iceland and is even mentioned in the Landnamabok (Book of Settlements) and 
the Sturlunga Saga. A four-metre-wide geothermally heated pool ringed with 
stones, this is thought to have been where Snorri would bathe and receive visi- 
tors, and next to it are the restored remains of the tunnel leading to the cellar 
of Snorri’s farmhouse, where he was assassinated in 1241 (see box above). The 
pool is fed by an ancient stone aqueduct from the nearby hot spring, Skrifla. 
Back up the steps from the pool, the Snorri statue which graces the front of 
the former school was presented to Iceland by Norway’s King Olaf shortly after 
independence in 1947. It’s a clear reminder of the continuing wrangle between 
the two Nordic nations over Snorri’s origins; the Norwegians strongly maintain 
that Snorri is theirs and claim he was born in Norway. Although the Icelanders 
have gratefully accepted over three million Norwegian kroner to help set up the 
Snorri exhibition hall, the new library and Snorri research centre attached to 


the village church (see opposite), suspicions remain that the Norwegians haven’t 
yet renounced their claims on Snorri. 


Practicalities 

Buses to Reykholt run just twice a week (Fri and Sun) from Reykjavik via 
Akranes and Borgarnes, and terminate at the Esso filling station at the eastern 
end of the village. Return buses leave on the same days, and also travel via 
Varmaland (see p.174). 

Reykholt’s only place to stay is the friendly Hotel Reykholt (©435 1260, 
W www.fosshotel.is; @): originally built as a boarding school in 1931, it is now 
completely modernized, with fantastic views of the Okjdkull and Eiriksjokull 
glaciers. The adjoining restaurant serves up the dish of the day for 1500kr, 
though beer here is expensive at 700kr. There’s a small shop at the filling station 
(daily 10am—10pm) which sells most basics, including food. 


Deildartunguhver 


Whilst in the Reykholt area, it’s well worth checking out the biggest hot 
spring in Europe, Deildartunguhver, which lies near the hamlet of 
Kleppjarnsreykir, 5km west of Reykholt on the side of Route 50. Drawing 
on the geothermal reserves that lie all around Reykholtsdalur valley, and 
pumping out a staggering 180 litres of 97°C-water a second, the billowing 
clouds of steam created by this mighty fissure are truly impressive, reach- 
ing up high into the cool air — in fact it’s water from here that runs via 
two specially constructed pipelines to heat Borgarnes and Akranes, 34km 
and 64km away, respectively. As in so many other geothermal areas around 
Iceland, water from the spring is also used to speed up the growth of plants 
and vegetables by heating up the surrounding greenhouses, and during the 
summer local farmers often set up stalls here to sell their produce to passing 
visitors. From the car park, a footpath leads to the spring; it’s wise not to get 
too close to the open pools of bubbling boiling water as it can, and does, 
splash over the protective fence in front. Incidentally, the area around the 
spring is the only place in Iceland where the unusual variety of hard fern, 
blechnum spicant, is found. 


Husafell and around 


Twenty-five kilometres east of Reykholt and a favourite activity centre for holi- 
daying Icelanders, HUSAFELL is set amid birchwoods and a geothermal area 
where many Reykjavikers own summer cottages. Though the main draw here 
is the vast lavafield Hallmundarhraun, there are also some excellent hiking 
trails leading off into the Husafellsskogur forest and, more adventurously, up 
to the Eiriksjokull and Okjokull glaciers. 

The village itself consists of little more than a church, originally built in 1170 
but today dating only from 1905, and a hundred or so private summer cottages, 
mostly owned by the trade unions (whose employees use the cottages in rota- 
tion) and individual families. There is also a service centre with a food store 
and filling station, and a fantastic geothermally heated outdoor swimming 
pool offering great views of the surrounding hills and glaciers. From June to 
October you can pitch a tent at one of several campsites (all contactable on 
®435 1550), or find a bed in an old farmhouse, the Gamli berinn (©435 
1325, © info@husafell.is; sleeping bag 1700kr, ®). For information on cottages 
to rent, ask at the store or call in advance (435 1550, ®435 1551; 5-berth 
32,500—37,500kr). 
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Halimundarhraun and Vidgelmir 

Some 14km northeast of Hiusafell, the Hallmundarhraun lavafield — named 
after the giant Hallmundur of Grettir’s Saga — is thought to have been formed 
at the time of the Settlement when magma poured out from beneath the 
northwestern edge of the Langjokull and entered the Hvita river. The road 
there follows first the 518 and then, via Kalmanstunga farm, the F578 to the 
northeastern edge of Strutur mountain (939m); you can walk on the lava, but 
it is hard going and requires tough-soled shoes — take care not to twist an ankle. 
Off the F578 is Surtshellir, a 1970-metre-long cavern thought to have been 
a hideout of the eighteenth-century outlaw Eyvindur and his friends (see box 
on p.340). Exercise extreme caution if you decide to go inside as the uneven 
floor and darkness can prove disorientating, so you'll need to bring a torch with 
you. Nearby Stefanshellir, part of the same cave network, is also worth a quick 
look but is essentially more of the same — together these cave systems measure 
a whopping 3.5km in length. 

In summer the road to Hallmundarhraun is usually passable for all cars as far 
as the caves, after which point it deteriorates as it heads for the Arnarvatnhzdir 
hills, Route 704 and eventually the Ringroad near Hvammstangi; the total 
distance of this interior route from Kalamanstunga to Nupsarbrt bridge in 
Austurardal valley (Route 704) is 42km. 

Back at Kalmanstunga farm, follow the road left towards Fljotstunga and 
take the rough track 1km southeast of the farm to reach one of the biggest lava 
caves in the world, Vidgelmir. Entry is prohibited without a guide (through 
Fijétstunga farmhouse below), but it’s definitely worth it; the cave is 1585m long 
and has an impressive volume of 148,000 cubic metres, all full of stalagmites, 
stalactites and strangely shaped icicles. A number of Viking age artefacts have 
been found inside, including a fireplace with ashes, remains of crushed bones, 
a skin pouch and, most impressively, stone pearls from a necklace. Accom- 
modation is available nearby at Fijotstunga farmhouse (©435 1198, Wwww 
fljotstunga.is; sleeping bag 2000kr, cabins 8000kr, ®), which also has camping 
facilities and can organize guides for the caves. 


Hraunfossar and Barnafoss 

Six kilometres west of Husafell on Route 518, the waterfalls of 3+ Hraunfossar 
and Barnafoss are two of the best-known natural features in Iceland. Although 
both are on the Hvita, it’s Hraunfossar (Lava Falls) that make for the best photo- 
graphs: however, don’t expect thundering torrents of white water — the falls here 
are gentle cascades of bright, turquoise water, emerging from under the moss- 
covered lava to tumble down a series of rock steps into the river. From here, a 
track leads upstream to Barnafoss (Children’s Falls), which is far more lively — it 
was here that two children fell to their deaths when crossing a narrow stone arch 
that once spanned the river.A modern footbridge now affords an excellent view 
of the water churning violently as it channels through the ravine below. 
OkjGkull, Eiriksj6okull and LangjGkull glaciers 

One of Iceland’s smaller glaciers, Okj6kull is perfect for a day hike from 
Husafell. At a height of 1141m, the glacier sits in a dolerite shield volcano and is 
easily reached from Husafell by first following the western edge of the Bayargil 
ravine up to the Drangsteinabrin ridge. Cross to the eastern side of the small 
ponds which lie south of the ridge and continue straight up to Ok. On a clear 
day the views from here are truly spectacular — west you can see to the coast- 
line and the town of Borgarnes, inland there are sweeping vistas of the Interior. 
Allow five or six hours and take enough food and drink to last for a day. 


4 Hraunfossar Waterfalls 


Eiriksjokull (1675m) is the highest mountain in western Iceland and the 
long hike here should only be undertaken by seasoned walkers. Before setting 
out, get detailed information from the service centre in Husafell, where you 
can also get helpful maps; the following description, however, should help you 
trace your route along them. Head along the hard, dry grass of the northern 
slope of Strutur mountain, northeast of Kalmanstunga farm, from where there 
are difficult trails east across Hallmundarhraun to Hvitardr6ég at the foot of the 
glacier. Begin the climb itself by hiking up the prominent ravine on the western 
edge of the glacier, remembering your route to help your descent — it can be 
very disorientating up here. Beyond the ravine, the going gets considerably 


From Husafell, Route 550 (Kaldadalsvegur) winds its way southwest through the 
haunting beauty of the Kaldidalur valley on its way to the information centre and 
campsite at Pingvellir (see p.113), a distance of around 60km. If you’re short of 
time but want a taste of the barren expanses of the Icelandic Interior, this is a 
good option: you’ll come face to face with four glaciers — Eiriksjékull, OkjOkull, 
Langjokull and Porisjékull, a small oval-shaped ice cap rising to a height of 13850m 
— and pass through a vast grey desert where ferocious sandstorms can appear 
in seconds transforming what was once a clear vista of majestic ice caps and 
volcanic sands into an impenetrable cloud of grit and dirt. As the neck of land 
carrying the road narrows to pass between the Ok and Porisj6kull glaciers, the 
route climbs and rides along the straight Langihyrggur ridge affording spectacular 
views of Porisjékull opposite. 

The Kaldidalur route is unsealed and rough, though generally open to conventional 
vehicles from mid-June until late August ~- you’ll need to check road conditions in 
advance through W www.vegag.is. 
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easier but watch out for crevasses. Allow a full day and bear in mind that sun- 
melt can make the hike a lot harder. 

Just 20km southeast of Husafell, but not readily accessible on foot due to its 
isolated location on the western edges of the Interior, lies Iceland’s second- 
largest ice cap, LangjOkull (Long Glacier). Covering 950 square kilometres, 
Langjokull resembles a narrow protruding finger wedged between the Hall- 
mundarhraun lavafield and the Kjdlur Interior route (p.337) — you'll pass its 
foothills on both the Kjolur Interior route and when tackling the Kaldidalur 
route (see box p.173). 


North along the Ringroad: Varmaland 
and Bifrost 


Between Borgarnes and Bru, a distance of 85km along the Ringroad, there is 
little to detain you. However, if you fancy a spot of hiking amid lavafields or 
lush river valleys or scaling a couple of extinct volcanic craters before hitting 
the north coast, there are a couple of diversions worthy of your attention. The 
first is the village of VARMALAND, a small and uneventful place northwest 
of Reykholt popular with holidaying Icelanders. Buses from Reykholt to 
Borgarnes (but not vice versa) pass through the village, whilst coming in the 
opposite direction from Borgarnes, you simply take a Ringroad bus to Baulan, 
from where it’s an easy five-kilometre walk east along Route 50 then north 
along the 527. Admittedly, other than its geothermally heated swimming 
pool and the market-gardening centre, Laugaland, where mushroom produc- 
tion began in Iceland, there’s little to the place but it does offer a decent 
day hike from here to Bifrést of around 13km. The route follows the course 
upstream of one of the country’s best salmon rivers: the Nordura. Originating 
high on the moors of Holtav6rduheidi south of Bru, the river flows southwest 
to meet up with western Iceland’s biggest river, the glacial Hvita, at the head of 
Borgarfj6rdéur where it finally empties into the sea. This hike is an excellent way 
to see off-the-beaten-track Iceland: crystal-clear waterfalls, isolated farms and 
craggy hilltops surrounded by a carpet of summer wildflowers and rich springy 
grassland. From Varmaland head north along Route 527 to Einifell farm where 
the road downgrades into a jeep track as it heads to a T-junction west of Holl 
farm. From here, head west around the foot of Hallarmtli hill (260m) towards 
the Laxfoss waterfalls in the Nordura. Continue past the abandoned farm, 
Veidilekur, on to the farmstead at Svartagil and the Glanni waterfalls. Here 
you pick up Route 528 and fork left, crossing the Nordura and Bjarnardalsa 
rivers, over the Grabrokarhraun lavafield (see below) to join the Ringroad a 
kilometre or so east of Bifrost. 

Accommodation in Varmaland is limited to the predictably named and 
unadorned Gistiheimilid Varmaland (©430 1509, © kof@varmaland.is; sleeping 
bag 1800kr, ®), and the campsite (June—Sept, ® 430 1520), a five-minute walk 
from the guesthouse. 


Bifrost 


Alternatively you could head straight for minuscule BIFROST, not much 
more than a filling station, situated on the Ringroad a twenty-five-minute bus 
ride from Borgarnes. A couple of kilometres south and spread either side of 
the Ringroad, you'll find the heather-encrusted Grabrokarhraun_ lavafield, 


formed three thousand years ago when lava spewed from three craters on the 
north side of the main road: Grabr6k, Grabrokafell and a third cone that has 
now been dug up to provide gravel for road building. Otherwise, the forested 
shores of Hredavatn, 1km southwest of Bifrdést, make for a pleasant stroll and 
a picnic if the weather’s playing along; there’s also trout fishing here. Look out 
for plant fossils in the rocks around the lake. 

Northeast of the village, the Grabrok crater can be ascended by means of a 
marked trail, as can the Baula rhyolite mountain (934m), 11km from Bifrést 
and reached along Route 60 or by buses heading for BUdardalur if you don’t 
fancy walking from the Ringroad; although the sides of this cone-shaped 
mountain are steep and scree-covered there are no particular obstacles to the 
ascent and once at the summit there’s a small shelter made of rocks. 

Accommodation is located about 3km north up the Ringroad from Bifrést, 
at Hraunsnef (June—Oct; © 435 0111, @hraunsnefWhraunsnef.is; sleeping bag 
2200kr, ©); they have a restaurant and self-catering facilities. Buses from 
Bifrést’s filling station head back down to Borgarnes, north via Route 60 to 
Budardalur and Reykholar, and northeast up the Ringroad to Bri (for connec- 
tions to the West Fjords) and Akureyri. 


Budardalur and around 


North of the Snzfellsnes peninsula, the wide and sheltered Hvammsfjéréur 
lies protected from the open sea at its mouth by dozens of small islands. 
Accessed via Bifrdést on Route 60, or from Route 54 along the north coast of 
the Snzfellsnes peninsula, its main service centre is Budardalur, an uninspir- 
ing place that is best passed over in favour of the rich saga country close by. 
Running northeast from Budardalur is Laxardalur, the valley around which 
one of the best known Viking romances, the Laxdela Saga, was played out. 
South of here, Eiriksstadir, in Haukadalur, was home to Eirik the Red, 
discoverer of Greenland, and the birthplace of his son, Leifur, who went on 
to discover North America. Although there’s plenty of historical significance 
in this corner of the country, it’s not easy to visit by bus: only Budardalur is 
on a bus route (five times a week from May to September), and there’s no 
service to Laxardalur or to Eiriksstadir, though you can reach the minor saga 
sites around Laugar. 


Buodardalur 


Some 45km from Bifrést, BUDARDALUR is home to just 260 people, and 
provides banking, postal and retail services to the surrounding rural districts. 
It’s an unkempt place, consisting of little more than a collection of a dozen 
or so suburban streets, and the only reason to break your journey here is to 
visit nearby saga sites. The tourist information office (June—Aug Mon-Sat 
10am—6pm, Sun noon—6pm; ©434 1410), located next door to the village 
filling station and supermarket at Vesturbraut 12C, can also help out with 
information about the local sights. Should you wish to stay in the village, in 
order to visit Eiriksstadir or Laxardalur, there’s guesthouse accommodation 
with shared facilities available at Bjarg, Dalbraut 2 (434 1644, Wwww.aknet 
.is/bjarg/english.htm; ®) and a campsite (434 1132) near the junction of 
the main Vesturbraut with Midbraut, opposite the filling station. For food, head 
for the restaurant in the Byarg or the basic Dalakjor restaurant (set-lunch menus 
are around 1400kr) at the filling station at Vesturbraut 10. 
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Eiriksstadoir 


The country which is called Greenland was discovered and settled from Iceland. 
Eirik the Red was the name of a man from Breidéafjoréur who went out there and 
took possession of land in the place which has since been called Eiriksfjérdur. He 
named the country Greenland and said it would make people want to go there if 
the country had a good name. 


Extract from Book of the Icelanders by Ari the Learned (1067-1148). 


Twenty kilometres southeast of Budardalur and reached by Route 586 (8km 
from the junction with Route 60) into Haukadalur valley, the former farm of 
% Eiriksstadir (June—Aug daily 9am—6pm; 500kr) is one of the most histori- 
cally significant locations in Iceland. This was the starting point for all westward 
expansion by the Vikings, first to Greenland and later to the shores of North 
America. Following a couple of earlier failed archaeological digs, a third attempt 
was made between 1997 and 2000 to excavate this site, which experts believe 
to be the most likely home of Eirikur Porvaldsson, better known as Eirik 
the Red and father of Leifur, who became the first European to set foot 
in North America (see box below). During the dig archeologists found the 
remnants of a fifty-square-metre hall dated to 890-980 AD, and, although no 
timber was unearthed, they did come across doorways, clearly marked out with 
stone pavings. It’s believed that Eirikur moved here from Drangar in Horn- 
strandir after marrying bjodhildur whose parents already lived at nearby Vatn 
in Haukadalur. However, he was an unruly man, and, after getting into a row 
and murdering several of his neighbours, he was driven out of the valley having 
lived there barely ten to twenty years. Eirikur then set up home on Sudurey 
(part of Brokey) and Oxney, two islands east of Stykkisholmur in Breidafj6rdur, 
where he once again fell out with his neighbours who outlawed him from the 
islands — it was then, with a ship full of friends, that he set sail, charting a course 
south of Snefellsnes, for new land and adventure. 

An evocative reconstruction of Eirikur’s original longhouse now stands in 
front of the ruins and is a must for anyone interested in the Viking period — turf 


The Vikings, Greenland and North America 


Although Icelanders don’t like to admit it, Eirik the Red and his father were actually 
Norwegian. According to the Book of Settlements, Landnamabok, they left Norway to 
settle in the Hornstrandir region of the West Fjords where they lived until Eirik’s father 
died. Eirik then moved south to Breidafjéréur where he met his wife and set up home 
with her at Ejirikstadir, in Haukadalur, and fathered his first child, Leifur. From here 
the couple moved to the island of Oxney at the mouth of Hvammsfjérdur, but Eirik 
committed several murders and was declared an outlaw. Forced out of the country, 
he sailed far and wide to the west, eventually discovering land in 985 and, according 
to the sagas, promptly named it Greenland, “because it would encourage people to 
go there if the land had a good name”. 

He settled at Brattahlid in a fjord he named after himself, Eiriksfj6rdur, near present 
day Narsarsuaq. No doubt inspired by his father, Leifur set out to the west from his 
new home, Greenland, first reaching barren, rocky land that he named Helluland (Baffin 
Island), from where he continued south to an area of flat wooded land he named 
Markland (Labrador), in 1000 AD. After another two days at sea he reached more land, 
where, the sagas have us believe, grapes grew in abundance. Leifur named this land 
Vinland, which experts believe could mean “Wineland”. However, since two days’ sail- 
ing from Labrador would only take him as far south as current-day New England, not 
exactly known for its wines, speculation remains as to where Viking Vinland is. 


walls 12m long by 4m wide huddled around a dirt floor and support a roof 
made of rafters covered over with twigs atop a layer of turf. Guides, evocatively 
dressed as Vikings, expertly bring the period to life and will also point out the 
significant features of the ruins. To the untrained eye they can be hard to find 
(they're located immediately behind the small statue of Leifur; from the statue 
take the gravel path to the right up the hillside heading towards the waterfall). 

The only option for accommodation is the comfortable farmhouse at Stéra- 
Vatnshorn adjacent to Eiriksstadir (mid-May to mid-Oct; © 434 1342, Wwww 
islandia.is/storavatnshorn; sleeping-bag accommodation 1750kr, @); breakfast 
is 800kr and traditional home cooking is also available. There are fantastic views 
out over the Haukadalsa river to the summit of Jorfahnikur (557m) from here 
— the peace and tranquillity of Haukadalur certainly make a night here prefer- 
able to one in Budardalur. 


Laxardalur 


The tragedy renowned as one of the great masterpieces of medieval literature, the 
Laxdela Saga (see box, p.178), unfolded in Laxardalur, the valley northeast of 
Budardalur and traversed by Route 59. Although there are few remains of the 
homes of the characters of the tale, the rolling green landscapes are reminiscent 
of the most romantic scenes in the epic, and the mere mention to an Icelander 
of virtually any local place-name will conjure up images of forsaken love. 

Five kilometres out of Budardalur just to the north of Route 59 lies the farm 
of Hjardarholt, established by Olafur the Peacock and later taken over by his 
son, Kjartan. In the saga, Olafur moves his livestock from Goddastadir, now a 
couple of kilometres to the northeast off Route 587, to Hjardarholt and asks a 
local chieftain, Héskuldur, to watch the procession from his own farm. The first 
of Olafur’s animals were arriving at Hjardarholt while the last were still leaving 
Goddastadir — a visual demonstration of wealth which can still be appreci- 
ated today by standing at Hjardarholt and looking at the distant hillside to the 
northeast. Incidentally, Hoskuldur lived next door to Olafur at Héskuldsstadir, 
directly located on Route 59 and still inhabited today. Route 59 continues east 
over the lake-studded moors of Laxardalsheidi to the fjord of Hruitafjordéur from 
where Route 61 heads north to Holmavik in the West Fjords and south to the 
tiny settlement of Bru (see p.232). 


Hvammur and Laugar 


The other branch of Olafur the Peacock’s feud-torn family lived around 17km 
north of Budardalur, at a couple of sites not far off Route 60 — the Bidardalur- 
Reykholar bus can drop you nearby. Hvammur (2km west off Route 60 and 
then north along a minor road just after Skerdingsstadir farm) is one of Iceland’s 
oldest settlements and was first occupied by Audur Djupudga (Audur the 
Deepminded) around the year 895, the only woman recorded in the Book of 
Settlements. Firm but compassionate, she was the matriarch of a leading family 
in the saga age, though confusingly, the Laxdela Saga refers to her as Unnuras 
— as taking land on her own account. Audur, the daughter of Ketill Sudureyjajarl 
(Earl of the Hebrides) and married to King Olafur Hviti of Dublin, first came 
to Iceland with her children and grandchildren around 890 after one of her 
sons, Porsteinn, died in battle in Scotland, bringing with her a large number of 
Scots and Irish. The land settled by Audur was long occupied by her descend- 
ants, one of whom was Porfinn Karlsefni, who explored America for three 
years in an attempt to establish a Viking settlement. There’s a small memorial to 
Audur at Hvammur, erected by the University Women of Iceland. She was the 
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The Laxdela Saga 


The Laxdeela Saga has three main characters — the tall, blonde and heroic Kjartan; the 
beautiful Gudrun Osvifsdottir; and Kjartan’s cousin Bolli, who lurks in the background 
to complete a classic love triangle. It takes thirty or so chapters before the three figures 
are centre stage, but before they have met, a wise man predicts that Gudrun will have 
four husbands. Later that day, seeing Kjartan and Bolli swimming together he predicts 
that one day Bolli will stand over the dead Kjartan, and be killed for his deeds; and thus 
the inescapable template for the characters’ lives is set out to the reader. 

Gudrun is married to her first husband against her will and divorces him after two 
years. She then marries Thord, who incurs the enmity of a family of sorcerers and 
is drowned as a result. Gudruin then meets Kjartan, and they become close, but 
Kjartan decides to seek his fortune abroad, and asks Gudrun to wait three years for 
him, but she refuses. 

While in Norway, Kjartan is held hostage, but still finds time to have an affair with 
the beautiful princess Ingibjorg. Bolli, wno has been with his cousin during his court- 
ship and on Viking expeditions, now returns to Iceland and tells Gudrun that Kjartan 
intends to settle in Norway, whereupon Gudrun’s family persuade her to marry Boll. 
Kjartan subsequently returns and marries another woman, Hrefna, giving her a price- 
less headdress as a wedding gift, a gift actually bestowed on him by Ingibjorg, who 
had told him to give it to Gudrun as a wedding present. 

There is no love lost between the two neighbouring households, and things only 
worsen when the headdress is stolen. In revenge, Kjartan lays siege to Gudrun and 
Bolli and humiliates them by not letting them go to the lavatory for three days. Eventu- 
ally, Gudrun goads Bolli and his brothers to try to kill Kjartan — Bolli is reluctant but 
eventually joins the fight, dealing a death blow to a barely injured but exhausted Kjar- 
tan, who gives himself to be killed by Bolli and dies in his arms. Gudrun gloats over his 
death but Bolli is inconsolable. Kjartan’s brothers avenge him by eventually killing Bolli 
— Gudrun is pregnant at the time, and one of the killers wipes his sword on her dress. 

Eventually Gudrun gives birth to a son whom she names Bolli, after his father. She 
decides she won't marry again until her husband is avenged, and makes a promise 
to Thorgils Holluson that she will marry no other man in the land than him if he kills 
her husband’s murderer. This he does, at which point Gudrun reveals she is betrothed 
to another, Thorkel Eyjolfsson, who is abroad. She does indeed marry Thorkel, but 
he drowns, after which Gudrun becomes a nun. She dies a hermit at Helgafell (see 
p.184) but before she dies, her son Bolli asks her which man in her life she loved the 
most, to which she replies “! was worst to him | loved the most” — one of the best- 
known lines of saga literature. 


first in a long line of prominent Icelanders to live here, the most famous being 
Snorri Sturluson (see p.170), who was born here in 1179; a memorial in his 
honour stands in the churchyard. Arni Magntsson, whose greatest achieve- 
ment was to persuade Denmark to return many of the sagas to Iceland, was also 
born and raised here. 

A little further up Route 60 from the Hvammur junction and about 2km west, 
LAUGAR in Selingsdalur valley was the birthplace of Gudrin Osvifsdottir. 
Remains of the old baths where she had frequent meetings with Kjartan can 
still be seen at Laugar farm; follow the signs to it along Route 589. This valley is 
also where her husband Bolli was ambushed and murdered by Kyjartan’s brothers. 
In Gudritin’s day, the geothermal springs here were an important landmark for 
travellers on the long journey to and from the West Fjords. Today they feed a 
wonderful outdoor swimming pool and small steam room which forms part 
of the Edda Laugar hotel (June to mid-Sept; 0444 4930, W www.hoteledda.is; 
guesthouse ©, hotel @); the hotel also runs the adjacent campsite. The hotel 


restaurant serves good fish and lamb dishes from 2200kr and provides breakfast. 


There’s also a school nearby housing a small folk museum (mid-June to Aug 
daily 3—7pm; 500kr), with the usual displays on local history. 

Moving on from Laugar, Route 60 continues north, following the course 
of the Svinadalsa river through Svinadalur, which contains the gorge where 
Kjartan was ambushed and murdered. Past here, the road reaches the bridge 
over Gilsfj6rdur, marking the start of the West Fjords — buses in this direction 
continue only as far as Reykholar (see p.221), however, and to catch services for 
the rest of the West Fjords you need to backtrack to Bifrést. 


The Snefellsnes Peninsula 


From Borgarnes, Route 54 branches off west past Borg 4 Myrum through the 
sparsely populated Myrar district, a region of low-lying plains and bogs with a 
few small lakes, heading for the southern coast of the Snefellsnes Peninsula, a 
rugged yet beautiful arm of the Icelandic west coast that juts out into the Atlantic 
between Faxafl6i bay and Breidafj6rdur. The north and south coasts are divided 
one from the other by a string of majestic mountains which run down the spine 
of the peninsula and culminate in the magnificent Snefellsjékull, a glacier at the 
land’s westernmost point. Towns — and regional buses — are mostly confined to 
the north coast, where harbours are good and plentiful, and it’s from picturesque 
Stykkisholmur, far and away the best place to base yourself on the peninsula, 
that boat trips can be made across to the peaceful island haven of Flatey. From 
here a road runs west round the tip of the peninsula via Olafsvik where regular 
whale-watching tours leave daily during the short summer months. If you’re 
keen to head straight for the glacier, aim for the south-coast township of Arnar- 
stapi where snowmobile tours of Snzfellsjokull can be arranged. Remember 
though that it’s the south coast which more often than not bears the brunt of the 
moisture-laden low-pressure systems that sweep in from the Atlantic, emptying 
their load here rather than over the mountains on the north coast. 

Bus services to Snefellsnes are fairly comprehensive, though none runs all 
the way along the peninsula’s south coast. Daily between May and September 
(with a restricted service at other times), services run from Reykjavik and 
Borgarnes to Vegamot, then turn northwest via Vatnaheid (where you change 
for Stykkisholmur) to the north-coast towns of Grundarfjordur, Olafsvik and 
Hellissandur, returning along the same route. Between June and September, 
a daily bus also runs a clockwise circuit around the tip of the peninsula from 
Olafsvik, via Arnarstapi, Hellnar, Dritvik and Hellissandur. Mal og menning’s 
Snefellsnes 1:100,000 is a good map of the region, detailed enough for most 
purposes, including hiking. 


To Snzfellisnes’ north coast 


Approaching Snaefellsnes from the southeast along Route 54, the first place 
of interest is Fagraskogarfjall mountain, once the haunt of Grettir of Grettir’s 
Saga (see p.366). William Morris described it as “a savage and dreadful place” 
during his visit here in 1871, though these days it seems much more green 
and peaceful. North of here, along Route 55, the caves of Gullborgarhraun 
lavafield are a maze of intricate passageways containing coloured stalagmites and 
stalactites. It’s advisable to seek local advice, though, before exploring them. 
Back on Route 54, the road swings past the oval-shaped Eldborg crater, 
which sits conspicuously amid the flat expanse of the Eldborgarhraun 
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lavafield, before reaching an unnumbered gravel road pointing north, signed 
“Raudamelur” and “Gerduberg”. This leads in a couple of kilometres to the 
start of the Gerduberg basalt columns, a 2km-long shattered escarpment of 
grey, 50m-tall hexagonal columns breaking down into scree — the longest such 
formation in the country. 

A further 20km west along the main road, the pit-stop of Vegamot marks the 
point where Route 56 (and the bus) branches off across the peninsula towards 
Stykkisholmur and the north coast. Along the way, the road parallels the narrow 
Kerlingarskard, a pass named after a female troll who, legend has it, was caught 
by the sun and turned to stone whilst on her way home from a good night’s 
fishing. Locals say she can still be seen with a line of trout over her shoulder on a 
ridge of the Kerlingarfjall mountain. Stories were also rife of drivers experienc- 
ing the eerie presence of an extra passenger in their cars as they drove through 
the pass — not surprisingly perhaps, Route 56 was shifted some years ago and 
now runs to the west of the pass. 


Stykkisholimur and around 


The first town of note on the north coast, whether you’re approaching on 
sos Route 54 from Budardalur or on Route 56 from the south, is picturesque 
oe STYKKISHOLMUR, with its brightly coloured harbourside buildings. 
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The largest and most enjoyable town on Snefellsnes with a population of 
1165, it is renowned today for its halibut and scallops landed from the waters 
of Breidafjordur, which borders the northern coast of the peninsula and is 
technically more a sea bay than a fjord, full of skerries and rocky islets. The 
Stykkisholmur region was actually one of the first to be settled in Iceland, and 
the countryside here features in several tales, most notably the Erbyggja Saga. 
This strange story, thick with evil spirits, bloody family vendettas and political 
intrigue, follows the life of the morally ambivalent Snorri borgrimsson, a pagan 
priest and son of a Viking who finally becomes a champion of Christianity. 
Easily accessible sites from the period include Pingvellir, an assembly ground 
just south of the town; and the nearby mountain Helgafell, the final resting 
place for Gudrtin Osvifsdottir, heroine of the Laxdela Saga (see p.178). 


Arrival, information and accommodation 

Arriving by bus, you’ll be deposited at the entrance to town by the filling 
station at Adalgata 25, which also functions as the town’s bus station. From 
here it’s a ten-minute walk along Adalgata to the harbour, where the ferry 
goes to and from Brjanslekur and Flatey (see box on p.185). On the way you’ll 
pass the Bonus supermarket (Mon—Thurs noon-6.30pm, Fri 10am—7.30pm, 
Sat 10am—6pm, Sun noon—6pm) and excellent outdoor swimming pool with 
three hot pots and a sports complex at the corner of Borgarbraut. The tourist 
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information office (June—Aug daily 9am—8pm; ©438 1750, Wwww 
.stykkisholmur.is) is more central inside Egilshus, at Adalgata 2, and dishes 
out information about the town and surrounding area; the post office and 
bank (with ATM) are nearby. Internet facilities are available at the library at 
Bokhl6duh6fdi, near the youth hostel (all year Mon & Thurs 1—7pm, Sept—May 
also Fri 1—7pm). 

The best hotel in town is the warm, easygoing Breidafjordur at Adalgata 8 
(©433 2200, @sigurjon@heimur.is; @), a much better bet than the totally 
charmless Hotel Stykkishélmur (©430 2100, Wwww.hotelstykkisholmur.is; @), 
beyond the swimming pool at the top of Borgarbraut. Budget travellers should 
head to the cosy dorms at the youth hostel at Hofdagata 1 (May—Oct; © 438 
1417 or 861 2517, Wwww.hostel.is; 1650kr), or further down the road to the 
guesthouse Heimagisting Mariu (0438 1258 or 862 9980; ®) at no. 11. The 
campsite (© 438 1750) is next to the sports field, off Adalgata. 


The Town 

Little more than one long straight main street, Adalgata, which leads to the 
harbour, Stykkisholmur is the spot where the first settler in the region, bordlfur 
Mostraskegg, found his high-seat pillars; in true Viking seafaring fashion 
he’d thrown them overboard vowing to settle wherever they washed up. He 
named the nes, or promontory, after the god of thunder, bor, hence the name 
Porsnes. It wasn’t until the beginning of the nineteenth century that things 
really got moving in Stykkisholmur though, when a man by the name of Arni 
Thorlacius (1802-1891) inherited the town’s trading rights from his father. 
In 1832, he set about building Norska husid (Norwegian House; June—Aug 


daily 11am—5pm; 350kr) at Hafnargata 5, with coarsely hewn timber from 
Norway, as was the tradition in the nineteenth century — Iceland then, as 
now, had little timber of its own with which to build. Today the building is 
still the town’s most impressive, and houses a museum that attempts a potted 
history of Stykkishélmur; look out for the old black-and-white photographs 
of Arni and his wife, Anna, with whom he had eleven children, on the second 
floor which has been reconstructed as their living room. Rather curiously, 
Icelanders remember Arni not so much for his commercial success in draw- 
ing the town into the modern age but for his pioneering weather reports 
from 1845. If you want more of Arni, you'll find a triangular concrete and 
steel structure that serves as a monument to him and his wife on Szebraut 
at the harbour entrance. 

Whilst down at the harbour it’s worth strolling past the Szferdir shipping 
office (see below) and continuing around the harbour on Szbraut to the set 
of steps leading up to Stgandisey, the rocky island which protects the town 
from the ravages of the open waters of Breidafj6rdur. From the bright orange 
lighthouse that sits amid tussocky grass at the highest point of the island, there 
are unsurpassed picture-postcard-perfect views of the multi-coloured houses of 
Stykkisholmur with Helgafell in the distance. When the wind is not roaring in 
from the Atlantic (rare), Sugandisey makes a wonderful place for a picnic; there 
is a wooden bench halfway up the steps to the island, built into the cliff face, 
which offers some protection from the wind. 

The only other sight is the space-age looking church (Mon-Fri 10am—5pm; 
free), a ten-minute walk from the harbour up on a rocky hill off Borgarbraut 
overlooking the town and with good views on a clear day out towards the waters 
of BreidafjGrdur. Although construction began in 1975, the church wasn’t conse- 
crated until fifteen years 
later; its design includes 
a vast white ladder-like 
bell tower rearing up over 
the doorway and a semi- 
circular domed rear roof. 
The interior is equally 
unusual, with hundreds 
of light bulbs suspended 
from the ceiling providing 
the lighting. Music recit- 
als (generally classical) are 
held here every Sunday 
(mid-June to end Aug; 
1750kr), usually at 5pm. 

What  Stykkisholmur 
lacks in terms of sights, it 
more than makes up for 
with its excellent two- 
hour nature-watching 
tours operated from 
the harbour by Sefer- 
Oir (D438 1450, Wwww 
.saeferdir.is; May—Sept 
daily; 4150kr), who can 
also book ferry tickets to 
Flatey (p.185) or across to 
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Brjanslekur in the West Fjords (p.216), and reserve seats on whale-watching 
tours out of Olafsvik (p.188). The nature-watching tours head out to the 
dozens of tiny islands northeast of Stykkishélmur, where you'll see plenty of 
species including puffins, eider ducks, kittiwakes, cormorants, and, if you're 
lucky, the white-tailed eagle. During the tour the crew fish for shellfish using a 
small drag net and everyone on board gets a chance to taste the contents. The 
boat passes close to the small and now uninhabited Oxney island, east of Styk- 
kishélmur, where Eirik the Red, discoverer of Greenland, and his son, Leifur 
Eiriksson, who went on to discover North America, lived for several years. 


Eating and drinking 

For eating head straight away to the excellent % Narfeyrarstofa at Adalgata 3, 
a cosy place with red walls and square white-framed windows that give the 
impression of eating in a doll’s house; take a table upstairs (no-smoking) where 
you can later relax in sumptuous leather armchairs under the steep V-shaped 
roof. The menu here is equally inspired: scallops with garlic and a gorgonzola 
sauce (2200kr); fillet of sole with camembert and shrimps (2300kr); or tasty 
solid burgers with salad (850kr). A bottle of wine costs 3100kr. Otherwise 
you're looking at Fimm Fiskar across the way at Adalgata 4, which serves up 
pizzas (1100kr), burgers (from 850kr) as well as more substantial fish dishes such 
as grilled monkfish with banana (2500kr) — all similar in quality to Narfeyrar- 
stofa but without the atmosphere. Sandwiches can also be found at the filling 
station/bus terminal on Adalgata. The state liquor store, vinbid (Mon—Thurs 
11am—6pm, Fri 11am—7pm), is at Hafnargata 7, adjacent to Norska husid. 


Pingvellir and Helgafell 

A couple of kilometres south of Stykkisholmur, a small track leads off Route 
58 to the east and running parallel with the Nesvogur inlet leads to the old 
parliament site of bingvellir at the mouth of the Nesvogur inlet and right on 
the water’s edge. This became a meeting place for the surrounding area follow- 
ing the death of the region’s first settler, bordlfur Mostraskegg. During his 
lifetime the parliament was on Porsnes, and, indeed, it was here that Eirik the 
Red was outlawed following a spate of murders (see box, p.176). A few ruins 
can still be seen, including a sacrificial site that served as an altar to the god 
Por, as recounted in the Erbyggja Saga — the only mention in any saga that the 
Vikings practised human sacrifice. The site is located at the end of the track 
from Route 58. 

From Pingvellir, the small mountain you can see to the southwest conspic- 
uous on the flat plain is Helgafell (73m), or Holy Mountain which — like 
many mountains around Iceland with the same name — was regarded sacred 
in pagan times when it was believed to be an entrance to Valhalla. Indeed, 
Porolfur Mostraskegg considered the mountain so holy that he forbade 
anyone to relieve themselves within sight of it, a decision that later sparked 
the Erbyggja Saga’s central feud, when a neighbouring clan attending the 
Pingvellir assembly refused to abide by this law. Much later, a monastery 
moved here from the island of Flatey, and stood at the foot of the mountain 
from 1184 until the Reformation. 

It’s possible to climb the mountain: the path on the west side is easy enough, 
but the eastern descent is steep and rocky and you have to pick your way 
carefully. The ascent is worth making though: at the top there are ruins of a 
tiny thirteenth-century chapel, Tott, and striking views over the islands of 
Breidafjordur and to the mountains of the West Fjords. Gudrun Osvifsdottir, 
heroine of Laxdela Saga, spent the last years of her life at the farm at the southern 


Moving on from Stykkisholmur 


Daily buses from Stykkishdélmur all run 20km south to Vatnaheid, where you can 
pick up connections west along Snzfellsnes’ north coast as far as Hellisandur, or 
continue south via Borgarnes to Reykjavik. 

a Heading to the West Fjords, you'll cut out a long and tedious detour around 
the coast by catching Seferdir’s Baldur ferry from Stykkishélmur harbour to 
Brjansleekur (Shr; 2190kr, plus 2190kr per car) in the West Fjords, via the island 
of Flatey (ihr 45min; 3060kr return, or can stop for no extra charge en route to 
Brjansleekur). Sailings are once daily year-round, and twice daily between June and 
September. For more information call ® 438 1450 or check out ®www.saeferdinr.is. 

By taking the early ferry in summer, it’s possible to continue by bus (June—Aug Mon, 
Wed & Sat only) from Brjansleekur to Patreksfj6réur (see p.218) and the Latrabjarg 
bird cliffs (see p.220); the journey is possible in the opposite direction on the same 
days, using the late sailing from Brjanslaekur to Stykkishélmur. Similarly, catching 
the later ferry from Stykkishélmur or the early one from Brjanslaekur allows you to 
continue by bus to Isafjérdur (p.199) or Reykjavik respectively. 


foot of Helgafell and, over 900 years on, people still decorate her grave with 
wild flowers — it’s in the simple churchyard marked by a headstone. Even today, 
local myth has it that anyone climbing from her grave to the chapel remains 
on top of the mountain will be granted three wishes, on the condition that 
they climb in silence and the wishes are pure-hearted, kept totally secret and 
made whilst standing beside the remains facing east. To get to Helgafell it’s a 
four-kilometre walk out of town on Route 58, past the airstrip and beyond the 
Nesvogur inlet, to the second turn on the left. All buses in and out of Styk- 
kisholmur pass this junction. 


Flatey 


The largest of the BreidafjSrdur islands, % FLATEY is a tranquil haven of two 
dozen or so restored wooden cottages set amid fields of bright yellow butter- 
cups. If you like the idea of having nothing to do all day but stroll through 
undisturbed meadows whilst taking in magnificent vistas of the west fjord 
mountains and Snefellsjokull, then dining by evening on succulent cod caught 
the same afternoon, this is the place to come. The weather is most dependable 
in August, but remember if you’re coming here out of season the island will be 
virtually deserted, since most of the houses are only occupied in summer by 
Reykjavik cityslickers; just four people spend the winter on Flatey. 

Although low-key in the extreme today, Flatey was once one of Iceland’s lead- 
ing cultural centres, and in 1172 a monastery was founded on the island’s highest 
point, a little behind where the present-day church stands, though there’s nothing 
left of it today. The island was also once home to the Flateyjarbok, a collection 
of illuminated medieval manuscripts written on 113 calfskins. Although the book 
was written at Vididalstunga in northern Iceland around 1387, it turned up here 
and remained in the possession of a local farmer’s family until they gave it to the 
Bishop of Skalholt, who in turn sent it by royal request to King Frederik III of 
Denmark in 1659. The Flateyjarbok finally returned to Iceland in 1971 and is 
today housed in the Arni Magnusson institute in Reykjavik (see p.80). 


The island 
From the ferry jetty it’s a ten-minute walk down the rough track that passes 
as the island’s one and only road to the old village, a restored collection of 
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painted houses nestling around a tiny harbour. It’s from here that the island’s 
sheep are painstakingly bundled into boats and taken to surrounding islands for 
summer grazing — quite a sight if you’re around to witness it. 

Past the harbour the track bears right, turns into a well-trodden path and 
climbs a little to the diminutive Lundaberg cliffs where you'll find plenty 
of black guillemot, kittiwakes, fulmars and puffins from April onwards, 
when the birds first start to arrive; half of all the different species of bird that 
breed in Iceland are found on the islands of Breidafjordur. Beyond the hill, 
the path continues towards the eastern part of the island, which has been 
declared a nature reserve, marked by the odd sign or two and closed to the 
public during the breeding season (May 15—July 20); the birds migrate south 
in late August or early September. It’s possible, though, to pass round the edge 
of the reserve, following the marked wooden posts, to the island’s south coast 
where you'll be bombarded by arctic tern who show no mercy for man nor 
beast — even the island’s sheep are subject to regular divebombing raids. If you 
don’t mind this (keeping still seems to deter the birds a little), there are some 
secluded pebbly coves here, home to the odd wrecked fishing boat, with excel- 
lent views on a clear day across to Snzfellsj6kull. From the shoreline, the path 
continues up past the campsite (see below) up to the church with its dramatic 
roof and wall paintings of island life — and puffins — by the Catalan painter 
Baltasar. Quite the entrepreneur, whilst visiting the island in the 1960s he 
suggested painting the church in return for free accommodation; his picture 
behind the altar shows Christ, unconventionally wearing a traditional Icelandic 
woolly sweater, standing alongside two local sheep farmers. After much hard 
work, the yellow building behind the church has been restored to its former 
glory and proudly claims the title of the oldest and smallest library in Iceland, 
established in 1864. 


Practicalities 

For details of the ferry from Stykkisholmur, see the box on p.185. Accom- 
modation on Flatey is limited, so book in advance. Right by the harbour’s 
edge is the island’s main guesthouse, Vogur (®438 1413, @vogurflatey 
@simnet.is; sleeping bag 2500kr, ®), a rickety old wooden house dating from 
1885 that once used to accommodate priests sent to serve on Flatey. One of its 
four rooms has superb views over BreidafjOrdur. Otherwise there’s the similar 
Hotel Flatey (© 422 7610, Wwww.hotelflatey.is; @), or Krakuvér farm (438 
1451 or 853 0000, ©sjflatey@simnet.is), with a four-person apartment (sleep- 
ing bag 2500kr) and a separate six-person cabin (9000kr) — they also run the 
island’s campsite. 

Be sparing with water on Flatey since the guesthouse has the only clean well 
on the island; you’ll often see people dropping in to fill up their buckets. The 
guesthouse’s restaurant also functions as a small café during the day, serving 
up good home-made cakes and lunches, with soup for 700kr and pasta salad 
at 950kr. In the evening, you can sample fresh fish landed just hours earlier for 
around 1700kr, or, after the end of the breeding season in mid-July, flambéed 
puffin is on the menu for 2600kr. The island post office (Mon-Fri midday— 
1.30pm) is between the farm and the ferry jetty. 


Berserkjahraun and Grundarfjorour 


From Stykkisholmur, it’s 45km west along Route 57 to Grundarfjordur 
(travelling by bus, you need to change at Vatnaheid). About 15km along, the 
road crosses Berserkjahraun, a 4000-year-old lavafield named after the two 


Berserkers who cleared a route through it in 982 AD. Berserkers, periodically 
mentioned in the sagas, were formidable warriors, able to go into a trance that 
made them impervious to wounds; though much valued as fighters they were 
given a wide berth socially, since they were considered to be very dangerous. 
Here, as related in the Eyrbyggja Saga, local man Viga-Styr gave the two this 
odd task because one of the Berserkers had fallen in love with his daughter, 
and completing this well-nigh impossible task was a condition Viga-Styr had 
set for their marriage. However, with help from the tale’s arch-schemer Snorri 
Porgrimsson, he later killed the Berserkers and married his daughter to Snorri. 
Just east of the junction with Route 56, there’s a rough but usually navigable 
5km-long vehicle track (Route 558) heading inland off the main road, which 
loops west across the centre of the lava field to rejoin Route 57; look carefully 
and you'll see the path the men cut, known as Berserkjagata, beside which is 
their burial mound. 


Grundarfjordour 

Once across the small bridge over Hraunsfj6rdur, the road soon comes to 
GRUNDARFJORDUR, dominated by the neighbouring Kirkjufell moun- 
tain. Established in 1786 by the Danish king as one of six commercial centres 
in Iceland, the place exerted a strong influence on the west coast; in the early 
1800s, for example, traders could only operate in the region if they had a 
branch in Grundarfj6rdur. From 1800-60, French fishermen also profited 
from the excellent harbour here and used the town as a base, owning the 
church, hospital and shipping operations. When they left, they dismantled 
their buildings and even exhumed their dead, shipping the bodies back to 
France. Today the village and its 850 inhabitants depend on their position as 
the commercial centre of western Iceland, and the local freezing plant, for 
prosperity. Although Grundarfjordur isn’t bursting with attractions, it is an 
excellent place to get the lowdown on village life in Iceland; locals Johanna 
and Shelagh run guided walks around the place, explaining how life in rural 
Iceland is changing and offering a first-hand insight into everything from the 
local fish factory to the village church; contact them at Detours, Hlidarvegur 
15 (562 6533, © detours@grundarfjordur.com). The local swimming pool 
boasts an outdoor pool, two hot pots and sauna and 1s located at the southern 
end of Borgarbraut. 

Grundarfjérdur’s tourist information office (Wwww.grundarfjordur.is) is 
located in the Eyrbyggja centre at Grundargata, which also has Internet access. 
Accommodation can be found at the functional Hotel Framnes, Nesvegur 6-8 
(® 438 6893, W www.hotel-framnes.is; @), or at the excellent youth hostel at 
Hlidarvegur 15 (mid-May to mid-Sept ©562 6533, Wwww.hostel.is; sleep- 
ing bag 1750kr), complete with cosy rooms and two kitchens. The campsite 
(© 438 6813) is 1km east of the village at the farm located by the Kverna 
river. For top-notch eating and drinking check out the homely % Krakan, 
Szbol 13 (signed from the main road); with its heavy wooden tables draped in 
crocheted white tablecloths, this place really is a home from home, renowned 
as much for its excellent fresh fish (everything from catfish to halibut; 2200kr) 
and tasty homemade lobster soup (1150kr), as its gregarious hosts, Halla and 
Finni. As you step through the door look out for the wooden carving, on the 
piano, of the naked man with cigarette in mouth, bottle of beer in hand carry- 
ing a pizza — it’s Finni. The other option, Kaffi 59, Grundargata 59, is the place 
to come for pizzas, burgers and light snacks. If you want to buy alcohol, you'll 
have to time things carefully since the vinbud at Hrannarstigur 3 has ludicrously 
short opening hours (Mon—Thurs 5—6pm, Fri 4—6pm). 
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Olafsvik 


OLAFSVIK is not only the most productive fishing town on Snefellsnes, 
it is Iceland’s oldest established trading town, granted its charter in 1687. 
Squeezed between the sea and the towering Enni (415m), it’s a quiet work- 
ing fishing village whose population goes about its daily business seemingly 
unmoved by the groups of travellers who turn up here in search of Olafs- 
vik’s main attraction, the chance of spotting whales, including the biggest 
mammal on earth, the mighty blue whale (see box below). The town is also 
one of several places to use as a base for climbing Snefellsjékull, the nearby 
glacier (see box opposite), and is the starting point for the summer-only 
buses around the peninsula. 

Other than whales, Olafsvik’s main sight is the Gamla Pakkhusid on Olafs- 
braut, a solid-looking timber warehouse built in 1841 by the town’s leading 
trading firm who, naturally, dealt in fish. Today it houses a folk museum (late 
May to Aug daily 9am—7pm; 500kr), which has a few good black-and-white 
photographs of the town and the obligatory exhibitions about fishing. The 
church on Kirkjutun is worth a quick look for its three-legged detached bell 
tower and its sharply pointed spire. 
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Practicalities 

Buses from Olafsvik run year-round westwards along the coast to Hellissandur; 
eastwards via Vatnaheid (for Stykkisholmur) to Borgarnes and Reykjavik; and, in 
summer only, daily around the tip of the Snzfellsnes peninsula via Arnarstapi, 
Hellnar, Dritvik and Hellissandur. 

The tourist office (late May to Sept daily 9am—6pm; © 436 1543, Wwww 
.snb.is/pakkhus) is in the Gamla Pakkhusid, on Olafsbraut. There’s little choice 
when it comes to accommodation: the Hotel Olafsvik, at Olafsbraut 20 (@ 436 
1650, ® www.hotelolafsvik.is; @), has small but passable rooms with shared bath; 
or there’s the similar but much cheaper Guesthouse Olafsvik opposite, at Olafs- 
braut 19 (©436 1300, ®436 1302; ©); and H-Hiis Laéruvik on the main road 
Ennisbraut 2 (®894 9284, © levil @simnet.is; @). The campsite (© 436 6900) 


Big whale-watching 


a Whale-watching tours from Olafsvik depart twice daily from June to September 
on the Serun and Brimrun, two catamarans operated by Sezeferdir (also known as 
Seatours; ©438 1450, Wwww.saeferdir.is). The trips last 3hr-3hr 30min and cost 
4900kr, with sea-sickness tablets included. The boat leaves from the western side of 
the harbour, near the tourist office, and follows the shoreline towards the open ocean, 
where there’s a chance of seeing killer whales and bottlenose dolphins; once the 
boat is out on the open sea blue whales and humpback whales are common. 
Humpbacks are spotted very close to the boat, breaching the surface of the water, or 
“spy-hopping”, the technical term for poking their head out of the water and having 
a look around. Much, much larger than the humpback, the blue whale is the largest 
mammal on earth weighing 120,000kg (the equivalent of two thousand people) and 
is as long as two coaches. Less frequently, minke whales, long-finned pilot whales 
and fin whales are also spotted. 

Bring waterproof clothing, a thick woollen hat and gloves — and plenty of camera 
film. Light snacks and hot drinks are available from the café on board. You can simply 
pay as you board but to be sure of a seat it’s wise to book in advance — you can do 
this through the Szeferdir website, at their office at Stykkishélmur harbour, or at the 
tourist office in Olafsvik. 


eINSUIUDG SOUS||aJe~2UuS OU] | 1SvV09 LS3M 3HL i 


188 


with showers and hot and cold running water is marked by an old fishing boat 
on the main road beside the Hvalsa river, 1km east of the town centre. 

Sadly, a meal in Olafsvik is not going to be the culinary highlight of any trip 
to Iceland. The most tasteful place for something filling is the restaurant inside 
the Hotel Olafsvik, where the dish of the day (usually fish) costs around 1900kr, 
and there are also burgers and sandwiches. Across the road, in the cheap restau- 
rant attached to the Guesthouse Olafsvik, things are altogether more basic and 
drab: dishes include serves panfried fish (1100kr), lamb steak (1700kr) and pizzas 
(from 1100kr), as well as more sandwiches and burgers (850kr). The super- 
market is just up from the harbour (Mon-Thurs 9am—6pm, Fri 9am—8pm, 
Sat & Sun 1—5pm); the vinbiid is at Myrarholt 12 (Mon-Thurs 2—6pm, Fri 
10am—6pm); and the indoor swimming pool is at Ennisbraut 9. 


Rif and Hellissandur 


From Olafsvik, Route 574 continues west past a dramatic beach of black 
volcanic sand, Hardikambur, on its way towards the minuscule fishing hamlet 
of Rif, which, with a population of just 150 souls, is really nothing more than 


Snzfellsjokull 


Enter the Snzefellsjokull crater, which is kissed by Scatari’s shadow before 
the first of July, adventurous traveller, and thou wilt descend to the centre of 
the Earth. 


Journey to the Centre of the Earth, Jules Verne 


Made world famous in the nineteenth century by Jules Verne’s Journey to the Centre 
of the Earth, % Snzefellsjékull stands guard at the very tip of the peninsula to which 
it gave its name (Snefell means “Snow Mountain”; Sneefellsnes means “Snow 
Mountain Peninsula”). It is from here that Verne’s hero, the German geologist Profes- 
sor Lidenbrock of Hamburg, descends into a crater in the dormant volcano under 
the glacier and embarks upon a fantastic subterranean journey accompanied by his 
nephew and Icelandic guide with the very un-Ilcelandic name of Hans. The Professor 
has managed to decipher a document written in runic script that leads him to believe 
that this is the way to the centre of the earth; rather inexplicably he finally emerges 
on the volcanic Mediterranean island of Str6émboli. This remote part of Iceland has 
long been associated with supernatural forces and mystery, and stories like this only 
strengthen this belief - at one time the glacier even became a point of pilgrimage for 
New Age travellers, though they’re not much in evidence today. 

Sneefellsjékull is also a national park, with its headquarters in Hellissandur at 
Klettsbudé 7 (summer daily 10am-—G6pm; © 436 6860 or 855 4260, ® www.ust.is) — they 
sell useful contour maps of the glacier, with hiking tracks marked. The 1446-metre- 
high, three-peaked glacier sits on a dormant volcano marked by a large crater, one 
kilometre in diameter, with cliff walls 200m high; three eruptions have occurred under 
the glacier in the past ten thousand years, the last around 250 AD. 

Experienced hikers have a choice of ascents, though you’ll probably need ice axes 
and crampons, and should also first talk to the national park office about the condition 
of routes and the likely weather. There are two trailheads: either east off the four- 
wheel-drive only Route F570, which clips Sneefell’s eastern flank as it runs for 18km 
between Olafsvik and Arnarstapi; or at the ice-cap’s northwestern corner, via various 
better (but still rough) roads from Hellissandur or west-coast Bervik. Hiking trails 
cross between these two starting points via the glacier’s apex, J6kulPufur (1446m), 
which sits atop three crags on the crater rim — allow at least four hours to make the 
crossing, not counting the time it takes to reach the trailheads themselves. 
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a well-protected harbour and a few fish-processing plants, and its marginally 
bigger neighbour HELLISSANDUR, 2km further on. Known locally as just 
Sandur, this is the westernmost settlement on Snzfellsnes and home to most of 
the fishermen from nearby Rif; it’s also the terminus for buses from Reykjavik 
and the summer service around the peninsula’s tip from Olafsvik (see p.188). 
There’s very little to do in Hellissandur other than to pay a quick visit to the 
two old fishermen’s cottages, complete with turf roofs, which make up the 
Sjomannagarour Maritime Museum (June—Aug daily except Wed, 9am—noon 
& 1—6pm; 500kr) beside the main road, Utnesvegur. In the larger of the two 
buildings is the oldest rowing boat in Iceland, dating from 1826. Otherwise, 
Hellissandur makes a good base from which to tackle the various hikes around 
western Snzfellsnes (see box, below). 


Hiking around western Snefellisnes 


Hellissandur makes a good base for exploring the foot of the Snzefellsjékull and 
the surrounding lavafields. A recommended day hike of around 20km leads from 
the village to Eysteinsdalur valley; take the unmarked secondary road between the 
campsite and the maritime museum that leads towards the glacier. After around 1km 
the road becomes a hiking path which strikes out across the Prestahraun lavafield, 
joining up after 4km with the unnumbered road that runs up through the valley. Here, 
on the south side of the road, a signed path leads up to the hill, Raudhdoll, to a red 
scoria crater. An impressive rift in the lava can also been seen to the east of the 
hill. Continue another 1km along the road towards the glacier and you'll come to a 
signposted path to the south of the road, which leads to the prominent basalt spur, 
Klukka, and a beautiful waterfall, Klukkufoss, where the Mdodulaekur river flows 
through a narrow canyon lined with basalt columns. Back on the main road and 
another 1km towards the glacier, a path to the north of the road leads to the Blagil 
ravine, where the LjOsuleekir glacial river thunders through the narrow rugged gorge. 
To return to Hellissandur, retrace your steps along the main road, beyond the turn for 
the waterfall, to the hiking path that heads out to the north across the Veejuhraun 
lavafield for Rif. From here, simply head west along the coastal road to Hellissandur. 
Maps of these routes should be available from the tourist office in Olafsvik (see p.188) 
and the hotel in Hellissandur (See opposite). 

Another recommended day hike (18km) leads first to the sandy bay, Skarésvik, 
walled in by cliffs and crags on its northern and western edges. The lava above the 
cliffs is overgrown with moss and can be a good place to see rare plants. Excellent 
fishing can be had in the bay’s protected waters and it’s therefore a favourite spot 
for local boats. To get here, follow Route 574 west out of Hellissandur to its junc- 
tion with the unnumbered road signed for Skarésvik; it’s at this point that the main 
road swings inland, heading for the glacier and the turn for Eysteinsdalur valley. 
Just 2km west of Skardédsvik the road terminates at the peninsula’s westernmost 
point, Ondverdarnes, a dramatic and weatherbeaten spot marked only by a lonely 
lighthouse and a stone well which legend has it is linked to three springs: one 
of fresh water, one of sea water and one of wine. The promontory is a favourite 
destination for basking seals, who favour the pebbly beach here. South of the cape 
the Svortuloft cliffs are worth a visit; swarming with seabirds in summer, the cliffs 
provided a major source of eggs and birds for the tables of local villagers until the 
1950s, when living standards began to rise. The free-standing crag in the sea here, 
Skalasnagi, was once connected to the mainland by a natural stone bridge until it 
fell victim to the pounding of Atlantic breakers in 1973. From the cliffs, a path heads 
east, inland through the Neshraun lavafield to an area of small hillocks known as 
Nesholar before emerging at Skardsvik. 


Practicalities 

Hellissandur is a thinly-spread place with most facilities — bank, post office, 
swimming pool, fuel station and national park headquarters (see 
Snefellsjokull box, p.189) — grouped along the main road Klettsbad. The post 
office also doubles as an information office. 

For accommodation, there’s the upmarket Hotel Edda Hellissandur at 
Klettsbad 9 (mid-May to Sept; ®444 4940, Wwww.hoteledda.is; @), or the 
campsite (late May to Sept; ®436 1543), beautifully set by an open meadow 
on the eastern edge of the village. The seafront pizza and seafood restaurant at 
Hellisbraut 10, Svértuloft, is the best bet for food. 

Buses from Hellissandur run daily back along Snefellsnes’ north coast and then 
down via Vatnaheid to Borgarnes and Reykjavik. In summer, buses also arrive 
in Hellissandur from Arnastapi, having come clockwise around the end of the 
peninsula — but note that this service doesn’t operate in the opposite direction. 


Dritvik, Djupalonssandur and Londrangar 


Heading west from Hellissandur, the horizon is dominated by the huge mast that 
transmits the 189kHz long-wave signal for Icelandic national radio, anchored 
down by wire cables against the brute force of Atlantic storms. Beyond this last 
sign of civilization the landscape becomes increasingly desolate and the road 
surface more and more potholed — there’s nothing but wilderness between 
here and Dritvik bay, 24km southwest of Hellissandur, first along Route 574 
then down the 572 signed for Dritvik and Djupalonssandur. Once home to 
sixty fishing boats and one of the most prolific fishing villages on the peninsula, 
today the bay is uninhabited, and centuries of fishing tradition would have been 
completely lost if it were not for the continuing presence of four mighty lifting 
stones at nearby Djupalonssandur beach, a short stroll south from the bay, all 
with individual names: the largest, fullsterkur (full strength) weighs in at 155kg, 
next comes halfsterkur (half strength) at 140kg, then hdlfdrettingur (weakling) 
49kg and finally amlddi (useless) weighing just 23kg. Any fisherman worth his 
salt had to be able to lift at least the latter two onto a ledge of rock at hip height 
to prove his strength. The smallest stone is now broken — perhaps after one too 
many attempts by weakling tourists. 

The lofty rock pillars, Londrangar, are just 5km southeast of the Djupalon 
lagoon and easily reached from Route 574 on the unnumbered road signed 
“Malarrif”. The taller of the two is 75m high and known locally as the “Chris- 
tian pillar’, with its smaller neighbour called the “heathen pillar” although 
nobody seems to know why; both are remnants of a basalt cinder cone. 


Helinar 


Just like its western neighbour of Dritvik, the tiny settlement of HELLNAR 
was once one of the peninsula’s most prosperous fishing communities. However, 
the village is better known as the birthplace of one of medieval Iceland’s greatest 
explorers and travellers, Gudridur Porbjarnardottir, the wife of Porfinnur 
Karlsefni. Together they attempted to settle in Viking Vinland in 1004, and, 
indeed, Gudridur gave birth to the first white child to be born in America, 
Snorri Porfinnsson. She eventually settled at Glaumbzr, near Saudarkrokur, 
where a statue in her memory stands in the churchyard (see p.237). Today 
though, Hellnar consists of nothing more than a couple of farm buildings and 
the odd holiday cottage either side of a steep, dead-end road that winds its way 
down to a picturesque hoof-shaped harbour and a tiny pebbly beach where 
the occasional fishing boat is moored. To the left of the harbour, the sea cave, 
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Badstofa, is known for its rich birdlife as well as its unusual light shades and 
hues caused by the swell of the sea. 

If you’re planning an ascent of Snzfellsjokull, there’s a national park office 
here (summer daily 10am—6pm). Accommodation includes the pleasant Hotel 
Hellnar (May—Sept; ®435 6820, Wwww.hellnar.is; @) and guesthouse-style 
lodgings at Gislaber (© 435 6886, © gisting@simnet.is; sleeping bag 2200kr, ©). 
The old salting house, dating from 1937, still stands on the harbourside, its walls 
now housing a charming café, the Fjéruhusid (late May to late Sept daily noon— 
7pm; ©435 6844), which serves up home-made cakes and great espresso, as 
well as some excellent fish soup of an evening when the arty interior lighting is 
provided by a dozen light bulbs suspended on long wire flexes. If the weather’s 
poor, sit inside and savour the uninterrupted views of the Atlantic through the 
café’s small square windows; in fine weather you can sit on the wooden terrace 
outside, which overlooks the harbour and the boulder-strewn bay. 


Arnarstapi and around 


Just east of Hellnar along the main road — or a short walk along a clifftop path — 
the village of ARNARSTAPI sits at the foot of Stapafell (526m). It comprises 
little more than a few holiday cottages and a harbour, reached by following the 
road through the village down to the sea — but beware of the large number of 
arctic tern that gather here during summer and take pleasure in divebombing 
unsuspecting intruders. On entering the village, look out too for the large stone 
monument to the pagan-age figure Bardur Snefellsas, who, according to local 
legend still lives in Snzfellsjokull and protects the area from evil. 

The village is a starting point for hikes and jeep drives up to Snefellsjokull via 
Route F570 (see box, p.189), but is also known for its sstowmobiling excur- 
sions across the glacier. Snjofell (see accommodation below) organizes one-hour 
trips (7500kr per person for two sharing one snowmobile, 9000kr for your 
own machine); speeding along the ice top is an exhilarating experience, and the 
views of the glacier and the coastline are breathtaking when the weather is good 
— but don’t be tempted to head onto the ice if it’s raining because you'll see 
nothing. If speed isn’t your thing, a slower snowcat, a sort of open-top truck on 
caterpillar tracks, also carries groups of twenty or so across the ice (5500kr). 


Practicalities ‘ 

Buses to Arnarstapi run daily in summer from Olafsvik, on their way around 
the tip to Hellissandur. Note that there are no buses east from here along the 
peninsula’s south coast. 

What little life there is in the village is centred on the red-walled, turf-roofed 
cottage, Snjdfell (©435 6783, Wwww.snjofell.is; sleeping bag 2200kr, ®), 
which provides beds and camping space, as well as doubling as the tour- 
ist information office, booking tours, and renting out bikes at 1600kr per 
day. Alternative accommodation is available in Vesturvor's rather twee wooden 
cabins (© 894 9284 or 436 6924, @levil@simnet.is; @). The restaurant inside 
the Snjofell complex is the only place to eat, and it offers a decent menu, with 
some good fish dishes. 


Buodir and Lysuhdoll 


Nineteen kilometres east of Arnarstapi, and served by all buses from Reykjavik, 
BUDIR is a romantic, windswept location, a former fishing village at the head 
of the sweeping expanse of white sand that backs the bay here, Budavik. The 
settlement, like so many others in this part of the country, was abandoned in 


the early nineteenth century and today consists of nothing more than a hotel 
and a church, both situated just a stone’s throw from the ocean. Surrounded by 
the Budahraun lavafield, rumoured to be home to countless leprechauns, and 
enjoying unsurpassed views out over the foam-capped waves of the Atlantic, 
the tiny church, which dates from 1703, pitch-black and with three white- 
framed windows, cuts an evocative image when viewed from the adjoining 
graveyard with the majestic Snzfellsnes mountain range as a backdrop. Look 
out too for the unusual wall, made of lava and topped with turf, that surrounds 
the churchyard. 

The wonderful % Hétel Budir (®435 6700, Wwww.budir.is; @) was once a 
favourite haunt of Iceland’s Nobel-prize winning author, Halldor Laxness, who 
would come here to write in a room where he had a view of the majestic 
Snefellsj6kull glacier. The original building, built in 1836, was badly damaged 
in a recent fire, but the restorations have been entirely sympathetic and have 
added a modern touch to the nostalgic wooden decor. 

Five kilometres east of Budir and reached on Route 54, the dot on the map that 
is LYSUHOLL is one of the few places on the peninsula with its own source 
of geothermal mineral water. The spring provides natural hot bubbling water 
for the outdoor swimming pool and hot pots (mid-June to late August daily 
10am—10pm) and offers fantastic views of the surrounding mountains. For a place 
to stay there are cabins (© 435 6716, ©lysuholl@islandia.is; ®) and a campsite, 
both on the same site as the swimming pool. The farmhouse here has a small 
restaurant which is good for snacks such as soup and home-made bread. 
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East along Route 54 to Borgarnes 


From Lysuholl, Route 54 continues east, past several great places to kick back 
for a couple of days of beachcombing or gentle hiking. Five kilometres from 
Lysuholl, the guesthouse Langaholt (0435 6789, Wwww.langaholt.is; sleeping 
bag 2200kr, ©) also has a restaurant, campsite and sea views over Faxafldéi bay; 
while there’s more of the same a few kilometres further on at Hof (©435 6802 
or 846 3897, Wwww.gistihof.is; sleeping bag 1600kr, @). 

Beyond here, the major landmark is the powerful Straumfjardara river howing 
down from Seljafell before reaching the lonely Longufj6rur bay; once across 
it, you pass Vegamot, marking where Route 56 heads up over the peninsula 
to the north coast, and Route 54 heads out of the region towards Borgarnes 
and Reykjavik. 


Travel details 


- Arnarstapi to: Dritvik (ihr Smin); Hellissandur 
~ + (1 daily; 3hr); Hellnar (1 daily; 15min). 


The bus details given below apply in summer : BifrOst to: Akranes (5 weekly; 1hr Smin); Akureyri 
(approximately May to September); for winter _ (2 daily; 4hr 10min); Borgarnes (3 daily; 30min), 

times, visit @ www.bsi.is. Budardalur (5 weekly; 1hr 10min); Reykjavik 

Akranes to: Bifrost (5 weekly; 1hr 5min); : (3 daily; Thr 40min). 

Borgarnes (6 daily; 40min); Budardalur (5 weekly; Borgarnes to: Akranes (6 daily, 40min); Bifrost 

2hr 30min); Grundarfjérdur (2 daily; 2hr 5min); - (3 daily; 30min); Budardalur (5 weekly, 1hr 35min); 

Hellissandur (2 daily; 2hr 40min); Olafsvik - Grundarfjoréur (2 daily; 1hr 25min); Hellissandur 

(2 daily; 2hr 30min); Reykholt (2 weekly; 1hr - (2 daily; 2hr); Olafsvik (2 daily; 1hr 50min); Reykhott 193 
25min); Reykjavik (6 daily; 1hr); Vatnaheid (for : (2 weekly; SOmin); Reykjavik (5 daily; 1hr); site 


Stykkisholmur) (2 daily; 1hr 50min). : Vatnaheid (for Stykkishdlmur) (2 daily; 1hr 10min). 
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Budardalur to: Akranes (5 weekly; 2hr 30min); 
Bifrost (5 weekly; 1hr 10min); Borgarnes (5 weekly; 
Thr 35min); Reykjavik (5 weekly; 2hr 45min). 
Grundarfjordur to: Akranes (2 daily; 2hr 5min); 
Borgarnes (2 daily; 1hr 25min); Hellissandur 

(2 daily; 35min); Olafsvik (2 daily; 25min); 
Reykjavik (2 daily; 2hr 40min); Vatnaheid (for 
Stykkishélmur) (2 daily; 30min). 

Hellissandur to: Akranes (2 daily; 2hr 40min); 
Borgarnes (2 daily; 2hr); Grundafjoréur (2 daily; 
35min); Olafsvik (2 daily; 10min); Reykjavik 

(2 daily; 3hr 15min); Vatnaheid (for Stykkishdlmur) 
(2 daily; 50min). 

Hellnar to: Dritvik (1 daily; 20min); Hellissandur 

(1 daily; 2hr 15min). 

Olafsvik to: Akranes (2 daily; 2hr 30min); 
Arnarstapi (1 daily; 45min); Borgarnes (2 daily; 1hr 
50min); Dritvik (1 daily; 2hr 50min); Hellissandur 


: From June—September each ferry runs twice daily; 
: from September—June there is one service daily. 

> Flatey to: Brjanslekur (thr 15min); Stykkisholmur 
> (Ihr 45min). 

~ Stykkisholmur to: Brjénslaekur (3hr); Flatey 

> (hr 45min). 


: (2 daily; 10min); Helinar (1 daily; 2hr); Reykjavik 
: (2 daily; 3hr); Vatnaheid (for Stykkishdélmur) 

: (2 daily; 40min). 

Reykholt to: Akranes (2 weekly; 1hr 25min); 

: Borgarnes (2 weekly; 50min); Reykjavik 

: (2 weekly; 2hr). 

- Stykkishélmur to: Vatnaheid (for connecting 

: buses) (2 daily; 15min). 
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CHAPTER 4 


* Hiking in Hornstrandir 


Experience nature in the 

raw in this remote and 
unspoilt national park of lush 
valleys and rocky plateaux 
on the very edge of Europe. 
See p.210 


Dynjandi, Arnarfjordur 
Meaning “The Thundering 
One”, this mighty triangular- 


shaped waterfall is West Fjords 


nature at its most powerful. 
See p.215 


Breidavik beach, south- 
western peninsula The white 
sands and aquamarine water 
of this idyllic bay make the 
perfect place to chill out and 
work on your tan — weather 
permitting. See p.219 


Highlights 


* Puffin spotting, Latrabjarg 


Seek out Iceland’s most 
en-dearing bird along this 
vertiginous cliff-face, the 
westernmost point in Europe. 
See p.220 


Hotel Djupavik, Strandir 
coast Enjoy a relaxing stay 
at this remote retreat, one of 
Iceland’s friendliest hotels, in 
the former herring capital of 
the West Fjords. See p.225 


* Swimming in Krossneslaug 


pool, Nordurfjordur Cast off 
your clothes and soak in the 
geothermally heated waters 
of this beachside pool on the 
very edge of the North 
Atlantic. See p.225 


 Djupavik 


The West Fjords 


ttached to the mainland by a narrow isthmus of land barely 10km wide, 

the West Fjords are one of the most breathtakingly beautiful and 

least-visited corners of Iceland. This peninsula of 8600 square kilome- 

tres, stretching out into the icy waters of the Denmark Strait, with its 
dramatic fjords cutting deep into its heart, is the result of intense glaciation. 
Everything here is extreme — from the table mountains that dominate the 
landscape, plunging precipitously into the Atlantic, to the ferocious storms that 
have gnawed the coastline into countless craggy inlets. Life up here, on the 
edge of the Arctic Circle, is tough — even in summer, temperatures seldom rise 
above 10°C, and drifting pack ice is never far from the north coast. 

Since flat land is at a premium in this rugged part of the country, towns and 
villages have grown up on the narrow strip of lowland that separates the moun- 
tains from the fjords. Geologically all but cut off from the outside world, the 
people of the West Fjords have historically turned to the sea for their livelihood, 
and today the majority of the 7900 people who still live here are financially 
dependent on fishing and its related industries. However, the traditional way 
of life is changing, and the effects of rural depopulation are being felt in every 
village as outlying farms are abandoned and dozens of young people choose 
the bright lights of Reykjavik over a precarious and uncertain future on the 
very edge of Europe. 

The unforgiving geography of the West Fjords makes travel here difficult and 
convoluted. Many roads are surfaced with gravel, and they’re always potholed 
and often circuitous. Route 61, for example, wiggles its way exasperatingly 
round no fewer than seven deeply indented fjords en route to the regional 
capital, Isafjordur. Benefiting from a spectacular setting on a narrow spit of 
land jutting out into Isafjardardjup, the town makes an excellent base from 
which to explore this 75-kilometre-long arm of the Denmark Strait at the 
heart of the West Fjords, plus Drangajékull, the only glacier in the region, 
and the outstanding natural beauty of the uninhabited Hornstrandir penin- 
sula, which offers some of the wildest and most rewarding hiking in Iceland. 
From Isafjordur, Route 60 weaves its way over mountain tops, round several 
fjords and past a handful of tiny fishing villages on its way to the ferry port of 
Brjanslekur, from where a daily boat leaves the West Fjords for Flatey and 
Snefellsnes. A brooding, lonely peninsula reaches out into the Atlantic from 
this point, terminating at Latrabjarg, Europe’s most westerly point, and one 
of the world’s greatest bird cliffs, with large numbers of puffins, razorbills and 
other seabirds and Breidavik, one of Iceland’s most stunning beaches with 
mile upon mile of deserted golden sand. Nearby Patreksfjérdur, the second 
town of the West Fjords, is the only place in the region with a population big 
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enough for life to go on independently of Isafjérdur. Meanwhile, on the other 
side of the West Fjords, the eastern Strandir coast, which stretches north from 
the busy fishing village of Hélmavik, is hard to beat for splendid isolation, 
its few villages hardly visited by tourists, and with some of the most dramatic, 
forbidding landscapes this corner of the country has to offer, particularly around 
the former herring port of Djupavik. 


Getting to the West Fjords 

As you'll soon find out if you arrive by road, the West Fjords are a very long 
way from anywhere else — Isafjérdur, for instance, is a good ten-hour drive 
from Reykjavik and eight Goin Akureyri. Long-distance buses take even 
longer and only operate between June and September. If your trip is concen- 
trating on the Isafjérdéur area — hiking around Hornstrandir, for instance — it 
might pay to fly here. 

By road, the most direct access is from the Ringroad village of Bra along 
Route 61 via Holmavik to Isafj6rdur, which is covered three times a week 
in both directions by seasonal buses (June—Sept), with Reykjavik/Akureyri 
connections at Bri (for more on which, see p.232). Once in Isafjordur, there 
are year-round local buses several times a week to Bolungsreiky Flateyri, 
Pingeyri and SuGeyri. 

Alternatively, Route 60 runs along the south coast of the West Fjords via 
Bjarkalundur to Flékalundur, from where it heads north to Isafj6rdur via 
Pingeyri. You can join it off the Ringroad near Bifrdst (see p.174), or from 
Route 57 from the Snzfellsnes peninsula. However, seasonal buses (June—Sept) 
in this direction only run twice weekly from Reykjavik to Byarkalundur, before 
terminating south of here at Reykholar (see p.221) 

The most interesting option for reaching the West Fjords, however, is to 
catch the ferry from Stykkishélmur on the Snefellsnes peninsula (p.185). 
This lands you just 6km from Flokalundur at Brjanslekur, from where 
Route 62 heads west to Patreksfj6rdur and roads to Latrabjarg; you are also 
just a stone’s throw from routes north to Isafj6rdur. Buses leave Brjanslekur 
three times a week (June—Sept) for Latrabjarg via Patreksfjrdur, and also to 
Isafjordur via Flokalundur. 


isafjorour 


With a population of over 2900, ISAFJORDUR is by far and away the largest 
settlement in the West Fjords and is where most travellers choose to base them- 
selves when exploring the region, not least because this is the only place from 
which to reach the Hornstrandir peninsula by boat, a major goal for many 
visitors. All administration for the area is centred here too, and there’s also a 
significant fishing industry. It’s hard to imagine a much more dramatic loca- 
tion; built on the L-shaped sandspit, Eyri, which stretches out into the narrow 
waters of Skutulsfj6rdur fjord and provides exceptionally good shelter for 
ocean-going fishing vessels, the town is surrounded by towering mountains on 
three sides and by the open waters of Isafjardardjup on the fourth. During 
the long winter months, locals are forced to battle against the elements to keep 
open the tiny airport, which very often provides the only point of contact 
between the entire region and the rest of the country. Should you arrive in 
Isafjordur by plane, however, you'll be treated to an unforgettable experience 
as you bank steeply around the fjord, then skim past the sheer mountainside of 
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Kirkjubolshlid before dropping onto the landing strip. In fact, during the darkest 
months of the year (Dec & Jan), the sheer height of the mountains either side 
of the fjord prevents the low winter sun from shining directly onto the town for 
a number of weeks, and the sun’s reappearance over the mountain tops at the 
end of January is celebrated with sélarkaffi, “sun coffee” (in fact just normal 
coffee) and pancakes on January 25. 

According to the Landnamabok, a Viking by the name of Helgi Hrolfsson 
was the first person to settle in Skutulsfjordur and build his farm here during 
the ninth century. However, although the sandspit was inhabited from the 
time of the Settlement, it took several centuries for Eyri at Skutulsfj6rdur, as 
IsafjOrdur was then called, to emerge as one of the country’s main commercial 
centres, an enviable status due to the establishment of a trading post on the spit 
by foreign merchants during the late sixteenth century. It was also around this 
time that the town’s most notorious resident, Jon Magnusson, a fundamenta- 
list priest, ordered two men on a neighbouring farm to be burned at the stake 
for sorcery, a practice that was reputed to be widespread in the West Fjords at 
the time. Finally, in 1786, with the winding-up of the Danish trade monopoly, 
the town was granted municipal status and became one of Iceland’s six official 
trading posts. Just over a hundred years later, Eyri finally received city status and 
celebrated by changing its name to the present Isafj6rdur, meaning Ice Fjord. 

Today Isafj6rdur is a quiet and likeable place where you’d be wise to make the 
most of the shops, restaurants and bars on offer before venturing out into the 
wilds beyond such as the Hornstrandir peninsula or one of the much smaller 
West Fjords villages. There’s very little of note, though, in the town — Isafj6rdur’s 
pleasures are more to be found in strolling through its streets or watching 
the fishermen at work in the harbour rather than in tourist sights. The West 
Fjords Maritime Museum, one of the very few museums in the region, is 
worth visiting for an insight into the extreme conditions that past generations 
have lived under here. That it’s located in one of the country’s oldest timber 
buildings, dating from the harsh days of the trade monopoly with Denmark, 
is unusual in itself, when you consider that the climate here is so severe that 
anything made out of wood doesn’t normally last long at all. 


Arrival, information and accommodation 


Long distance buses stop outside the tourist information office at Adal- 
stret1 7 June-Aug Mon-Fri 8am—6pm, Sat & Sun 10am—-3pm; Sept—May 
Mon-Fri 10.30am—4pm; 456 5121 or 450 8060, Wwww.vestfirdir.is), and 
in the western part of town outside hotel Edda Torfnes on Skutulsfjardarbraut. 
The airport, connected by a daily flight to Reykjavik, is 7km out of town on 
a narrow stretch of land on the eastern edge of the fjord; a bus into Isafj6rdur, 
continuing to Bolungarvik, meets all flights, and taxis (800kr) are also available. 
Hornstrandir ferries (see p.209) use Sundah6fn harbour, at the eastern end of 
Mjosund, which leads down to the harbour from the tourist office. 

Most of Isafjordur’s shops and services are within a block or two of the 
Hotel Isafj6rdur, including banks and the Penninn bookshop, which is handy 
for camera accessories, hiking maps and English-language books on the West 
Fjords. Just up the road is the town’s main shopping centre, with a Samkaup 
supermarket (Mon-Fri 9am—9pm, Sat 10am—9pm, Sun noon—9pm), post office 
and ATM. Internet terminals can be found at the library (Mon—Fri 2—7pm, Sat 
2—5pm), which is beside the church (see p.202). The cinema, at Nordéurvegur 1, 
generally shows several English-language films a week, with Icelandic subtitles. 
The indoor swimming pool, at Austurvegur 9, also has a small sauna for men 
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on Monday, Wednesday, Friday and Saturday and for women on Tuesday, Thurs- 
day and Sunday. Tours around the West Fjords, and bookings for Hornstrandir 
ferries can be organized by Vesturferdir (0456 5111, W www.vesturferdir.is), at 
the tourist office. 


Accommodation ; 

The only hotel in town that’s open year-round is Hotel Isafjrdur (© 456 4111, 
W www. hotelisafjordur.is; @), centrally located on Silfurtorg, just off the main 
street, Hafnarstreti. Don’t be put off by the grey concrete exterior, inside the 
doubles are cosy and well insulated against the biting wind, and breakfast is 
included. A considerably cheaper alternative is the summer-only Edda Torfnes 
(mid-June to late Aug; ©444 4960, Wwww.hoteledda.is; sleeping bag from 
1600kr; @), set in a boarding school in the western part of town on Skutulsf- 
jardarbraut; breakfast costs 850kr extra. The campsite (June to mid-Aug; © 456 
4485; 700kr per tent) is behind the Torfnes. 

Isafjordur also has several guesthouses: the plain but friendly Gistiheimili 
Aslaugar at Austurvegur 7 (©456 3868 or 899 0742, ©gistias@snerpa.is; 
sleeping-bag accommodation from 2000kr, @) is the best, and its owner can 
tell you all you ever wanted to know about Isafj6rdur. It’s self-catering, though 
they offer breakfast (900kr extra) in the elegant Faktorshus opposite (see p.203), 
which dates from 1788. Alternatively, there are two other establishments facing 
each other a couple of blocks away on Managata: the two-star Gamla Gistihusid 
(456 4146 or 897 4146, © fmg@snerpa.is; breakfast 800kr; sleeping-bag 
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accommodation 2000kr; @) at no.5 is slightly more upmarket than Audur Asberg 
at no.6 (9456 4263, ©eyrin@simnet.is; sleeping-bag accommodation 2000kr, 
®), although there’s no great difference between the two. 


The Town 


Although there are no specific sights in Isafjéréur, it’s a pleasant enough place 
to stroll round for a couple of hours. It’s most logical to start your wanderings 
in what passes as the town’s main square, Silfurtorg, in reality little more than 
the location of the blocklike Hotel Isafjordur ringed by a couple of concrete 
flowerbeds where the two roads, Hafnarstrzti and Adalstrzti, meet. 

Things liven up marginally on Sudurgata as it heads westwards towards the 
town’s only tourist sight: Nedstikaupstadéur, comprising four of Iceland’s 
oldest buildings, all timber structures dating from the late eighteenth century, 
located on Sudurtangi. One, the carefully restored Turnhts, with its unusual 
roof tower, was constructed in Denmark before being moved to Iceland in 
1784, where it was used as a warehouse and fish-salting house. As the tallest 
structure in IsafjGrdur, it also served as a lookout from where returning fishing 
boats were spotted — livelihoods depended on being first to the dockside when 
the boats came in, it being paramount that the fish were processed as quickly as 
possible. The Turnhts now houses the West Fjords Maritime Museum (May 
to mid-June Sat & Sun 1—5pm; late June Mon-Fri 10am—5pm & Sat & Sun 
1—5pm; July to late Aug daily 10am—5pm; 500kr). Inside, fishing paraphernalia 
and old black-and-white photographs give a good idea of what life was like 
during the early twentieth century; look out for those depicting the thousands 
of fish that would be laid out to dry and salted in the open air; in later years, 
ice cut from the fjord was used to preserve them instead. One photo, from the 
winter of 1918, was taken when plummeting temperatures and ferocious storms 
ushered in one of the severest winters for decades, when sheets of ice crept up 
the fjord, choking up the harbour and freezing the entire fishing fleet — bar one 
boat — into the ice. 

Of the remaining buildings on the museum site, the Krambud, immediately 
to the right of the museum, is the oldest dating from 1757. Used as a store- 
house until the early 1900s, it was then converted into a private residence. The 
Faktorshds from 1765, to the left of the museum, was once home to the site’s 
trading manager though now houses, somewhat curiously, the chief librarian at 
Isafjordur library. The fourth building, the Tj6ruhus dates from 1781 and was 
once used as a warehouse for the store. Today an agreeable café (same times as 
museum) serving up delicious waffles and coffee occupies the heavy wooden 
interior and makes a splendid place to ponder Isafj6rdur’s past. Only Tjoruhus 
and the Turnhts are open to the public. 

From the museum, retrace your steps north along Sudurgata turning right 
into Njardarsund and then left into Sindragata, to reach the oldest part of town, 
just north of the harbour. Here, the brightly painted timber houses on Tanga- 
gata (a continuation of Sindragata) and Silfurgata, which crosses it, are parti- 
cularly beautiful with their mountain backdrop. Back in Silfurtorg, Hafnarstreti 
leads north to Isafj6rdur’s highly unusual church, at the junction with Sdlgata, 
resembling a folding concertina. Built to replace the former timber church that 
burned down in 1987, this architectural monster of peach-coloured pebbledash 
comprises four column-like wedges that seemingly collapse into one another 
beneath a brilliant metal roof. The source of much local controversy ever since 
its inception, to add insult to injury during its construction thirty graves were 
unceremoniously cemented over to make way for it; a plaque bearing the 


names of those buried there now stands beside the statue of Christ inside the 
unadorned interior. Beside the church, in the tussocky field in front of the 
library, stands a sculpture of two burly Isafjérdur fishermen hauling in a net full 
of cod, a reminder of the town’s dependence on the sea; the poignant inscrip- 
tion reads simply “in honour of those who disappeared, for luck for those who 
still put out to sea”. 

Opposite, the diminutive well-tended town park, sandwiched between Torf- 
nes and Seljalandsvegur, is remarkable for the arching form of the white-painted 
whale bone marking the entrance. Dedicated to two local characters, Jon Jons- 
son and Karlinna Johannesdottir, who painstakingly tended and encouraged all 
greenery in this remote town on the edge of the Arctic for several decades, the 
park is a pleasant place to sit and admire the soaring fjordsides surrounded by 
angelica and flowering pansies — ultimately, a pure West Fjords experience. 


Vigur island 

Between mid-June and late August it’s possible to take a boat to Vigur 
(4300kr; book through the tourist information office), a small, elongated island 
west of [safjérdur in Isaffordardjip (for more on which, see p.205). The ride 
over takes Bout thirty minutes, leaving you a couple of hours to explore the 
grassy, flat island before heading back to town (there’s a café here but nowhere 
to stay) — you'll definitely see swarms of puffins, terns and eider ducks, making 
for a great half-day trip in good weather. 


Eating and drinking 


The liveliest, though not the best, restaurant in town is Fernando’s, at 
Hafnarstreti 12, which serves up pizzas and fish dishes from 1700kr, and 
chicken and lamb creations from 2100kr until 10pm (Fri & Sat until 3am). A 
much better bet though is the excellent café-cum-restaurant Thai Koon inside 
the shopping centre on Hafnarstreti (Mon-Sat 11.30am—9pm, Sun 5—9pm); 
here genuinely tasty chicken, pork and beef dishes accompanied by either rice 
or noodles cost 990kr or 1200kr depending on the size of the portion; beer 1s 
650kr. The finest food in town, however, is to be had at the restaurant inside 
Hotel Isafjérdur although the chances are you'll be dining alone if you come here, 
as the high prices deter most locals; mains are upwards of 2700kr, though the 
lunchtime set fish menu is 1550kr. 

For a café, look no further than the elegant Faktorshus adjacent to Gistihei- 
mili Aslauga, at Austurvegur 7; this grand old wooden structure complete with 
creaking floorboards, handsome dressers and delicate floral wall coverings once 
was home to the local faktor (trading manager of the town); it serves light snacks, 
cakes, coffee and beer. Otherwise, try the altogether more modern Langi Mangi 
at Adalstrati 22 (Sun—Thurs 11am—11.30pm, Fri & Sat 1lam—iam) or the 
early-opening bakery, Gamla Bakariid, at Adalstreti 24, if you fancy a coffee 
and a sandwich. The main pub in town is the aptly named Krisin (Fri & Sat) at 
Nordurvegur 1, which attracts a slightly older crowd with its 1960s and 1970s 
tunes. Alternatively, the vinbuo (Mon-Thurs 11am—6pm, Fri 11am—7pm, Sat 
11am—2pm), is at Adalstreeti 20. 


North of isafj6rdur: Bolungarvik and 
Skalavik 


Fifteen kilometres northwest of Isafjordur along Route 61, the fishing village 
of BOLUNGARVIK, at the mouth of Isafjardardjap, stiffers from one of the 
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most exposed locations in the country. Not only does it receive some of the 
foulest weather in Iceland, but its position at the foot of three mountains, two 
of which are close to 700m high, means it’s also susceptible to avalanches and 
landslides, and a large section of Route 61 is protected from rock and snowfalls 
by sturdy metal nets suspended between posts at the roadside. 

Although Bolungarvik is one of the larger settlements in the West Fjords, with 
a population of around 950, it’s a workaday place with little to entertain visitors. 
However, it is worth making the twenty-minute trip from Isafjérdur to visit 
the open-air Osvér Maritime Museum (May to mid-Sept daily 10am—5pm; 
350kr) at the entrance to town, just before the bridge. The tiny, turf-roofed 
huts here, with their thick stone lower walls, are reconstructions of structures 
that were once used to house fishing-boat crews, a salting house and a rack 
for drying fish, and give a good idea of how cramped conditions were in the 
early twentieth century. The museum also has a six-oared rowing boat from the 
1940s, built to a traditional local design on display. The landing stage, beyond 
the huts, was used when the weather conditions were too severe for boats to 
land in more exposed Bolungarvik itself. 

The town’s only other attraction, the Natural History Museum (Mon-Fri 
9am—5pm, plus mid-June to mid-Aug Sat & Sun 1—5pm; 500kr), is a ten- 
minute walk from the maritime museum following the main road into town, 
Puridarbraut, across the Holsa river, and straight on into the main street, Adal- 
streeti. From here, turn right into Vitastigur and you'll see the museum at no.3 
down by the harbour. Inside there’s an excellent collection of stuffed birds 
— everything from a widgeon to a pink flamingo which oddly turned up out 
of the blue in eastern Iceland — you name it, they’ve got it stuffed. The prize 
exhibit though is the three-year-old male polar bear (minus penis which was 
claimed by the phallological museum in Husavik; see p.281) found floating on 
spring pack ice off Hornstrandir a few years ago. The bear’s death (it was snared 
by local fishermen who spotted him drifting, exhausted, on the ice), most likely 
caused by hanging over the side of a fishing boat, needless to say, came in for 
much public criticism. The museum is also a good place to buy decent post- 
cards, which you can send from the nearby post office at Adalstreti 14. 


Bolungarvik practicalities 

The Isafj6rdur—Bolungarvik bus runs three times daily Monday to Friday, 
terminating at the post office on Adalstreti. The town’s guesthouse, Hafdu 
bad Gott (©893 6860, ©ibudagisting@bolungarvik.is; sleeping-bag accom- 
modation 1800kr, @) on bddélfsvegur, has small, plain rooms; breakfast is 
700kr extra. The campsite is next door, along with the swimming pool 
and the Holsa river, where Route 61 from Isafjordur enters town. Eating 
is restricted to the greasy-spoon cafe Veitingahusid Finnaber, on Vitastigur, 
where fresh fish and other simple dishes can be had from 1200kr, though 


service here is slow and impolite. 


Skalavik 

From the western edge of Bolungarvik, Pjoddlfsvegur continues 12km north- 
west through the uninhabited Hlidardalur valley until it reaches the exposed 
Skalavik bay, which takes regular batterings from Atlantic storms as they sweep 
in mercilessly from the northwest. Although Skalavik is today uninhabited bar 
a couple of summer houses owned by brave souls who don’t seem to mind the 
weather, at the end of the nineteenth century around one hundred people were 
living here, ekeing out an existence from the surrounding barren land. Given 
the village’s vulnerable location between the Deild and Oskubakur mountains, 


avalances were always a particular hazard and claimed several lives; perhaps not 
surprisingly therefore, the last farmer gave up his struggle to keep the village 
alive in 1964 and left. 

There’s no public transport to Skalavik but it is possible to walk from Bolun- 
garvik in around two hours — simply follow bjddolfsvegur all the way. The bay 
offers a real chance to commune with nature and a night spent camping here, 
battling against the weather, is certainly a memorable experience; bring all the 
supplies you'll need. There’s also some good hiking around here; one route 
(7km) begins at the western edge of the bay and leads west along the shore 
round Oskubakar to the lonely lighthouse in Keflavik bay, before the Goltur 
headland. From here, another track (5km) heads inland through the valleys of 
Norddalur and Bakkadalur back to Skalavik and the beginning of the track 
back to Bolungarvik. A detailed map of these routes is included in the hiking 
leaflet Gonguleidir { nagrenni Bolungarvikur, available free from the tourist office 
in Isafjérdur (see p.200) and from the museum in Bolungarvik. 


Around Isafjardardjup 


The largest and most breathtaking of all the West Fjords, the seventy-five- 
kilometre-long Isafjardardjup stretches all the way from the mountains around 
Bolungarvik at its mouth to the shores of Isafjérdur fjord, the most easterly of 
the nine smaller fjords that make up the southern fect of this extended 
arm of the Denmark Strait. Approaching from the southeast, descending from 
the Steingrimsfjardarheidi plateau on Route 61, the views of Isafjardardjuip are 
spectacular — remote, uninhabited forbidding fjordlands as far as the eye can 
see. In fact, from the head of Isafjordur fjord to the regional capital there’s just 
one village along a very lonely road stretching around two hundred kilometres. 
Look across the waters of the bay and, on the northern shoreline, you’ll see 
the sheer, snow-capped mountains of Langadalsstr6nd and Snefjallastr6nd, 
themselves divided by the glacial lagoon, Kaldalon, which is fed by meltwater 
from the only glacier in the West Fjords, Drangajékull. Until just a couple 
of decades ago these coasts were dotted with isolated farms making an uncer- 
tain living from sheep farming and growing the odd crop, today though most 
have been deserted, reminders of how difficult life was up here. In addition to 
working the land, many farmers also eked out an existence as fishermen on 
Isafjardardjip, where whitefish was once so abundant. Today though, the bay is 
better known for the rich shrimping grounds found at its mouth, as the white- 
fish have moved further out to sea. 

From June to September, there are three buses a week in both directions 
along Route 61, via Hélmavik and the Ringroad at Bra, where you can pick 
up connections to Reykjavik or Akureyri. 


Sudavik and Reykjanes 


Twenty kilometres southeast of Isafjérdur, Route 61 passes through sleepy 
SUDAVIK. This tiny fishing village, with a population of barely two hundred, 
is your last chance to stock up with essentials before the start of the circuitous 
negotiation of fjords involved in leaving Isafj6rdur. There’s very little of note in 
the village, which consists solely of the main road lined on each side by a few 
brightly coloured suburban homes, and a simple wooden church, next to the 
main road at the Isafj6rdur end. Originally built in the now deserted settle- 
ment of Hesteyri (see p.209), across the water on Hornstrandir, the church was 
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dismantled when Hesteyri was abandoned in 1952, and brought to Stdavik, 
where several families chose to begin their new lives. It became a centre for 
prayer in January 1995, when fourteen people were killed and many homes 
destroyed by an avalanche that crashed down from the precipitous slopes of 
Sadavikurhlid, the steep mountain that rears up behind the village. If you need 
to stay overnight, there are rooms available at the self-catering, summer-only 
Sumarbyggdar guesthouse at Nesvegur 3 (©861 4986, © sumarbyggd@sudavik 
.is; sleeping-bag accommodation only, 1900kr), which also runs the adjacent 
campsite. The swimming pool is next door. For snacks and burgers, head for 
the Vikurbudin café at the filling station on the main road where there’s also a 
bank and post office (Mon-Fri 9.15am—4pm). 


South to Reykjanes 

As Route 61 leaves Stidavik it passes the remains of the Norwegian whaling 
station that provided employment for the village in the early 1900s. The next 
150km are remarkable only for their dullness — this section is one of the most 
infuriating in the West Fjords, as you twist around a horde of little fjords that 
line the foot of Steingrimsfjardarheidi, repeatedly driving up to 50km, only to 
make two or three kilometres of actual headway. Around 100km from Stdavik 
the road climbs up and over the Steingrimsfjardarheidi plateau; on the far side, 
the bus and Route 633 detours some 15km north to the tiny settlement of 
REYKJANES, set on a geothermal area located on a spit of land between the 
diminutive fjord of Reykjafjfordur and much bigger Isafjordur, and looking out 
onto the open waters of Isafjardardjup. Virtually the only building is a hotel, the 
functional Hotel Reykjanes (456 4844, Wwww.rnes.is, sleeping-bag accom- 
modation 2100kr, ®), where breakfast costs an extra 850kr. Although there’s 
very little to do here, it’s an excellent place for a swim in the naturally heated 
outdoor pool (daily 8am—11pm) and sauna in the village, to recover from the 
long drive from Isafjordur. 


Kaldalon glacial lagoon, Drangajokull and 
Unaodsdalur 


Back on Route 61, another 15km brings you to a bridge over the Bajardalsa 
river, from where it’s a straightforward 70km run east to Hélmavik (see p.223). 
However, immediately after the bridge, the unsealed Route 635 turns north 
up along Langadalsstrénd, Isafjardardjap’s southeastern shore, and it’s worth 
exploring in this direction at least as far as Kaldalon glacial lagoon, a bumpy 
thirty-minute drive from the junction (there’s no public transport) past lush 
green fields and a few farms scattered up the coast. 

Approaching the lagoon, a U-shaped inlet from Isafjardardjtip between the 
cliffs of Snzfjallastrond to the west and Langadalsstrond to the east, you spot the 
trail of nes muddy meltwater that has come down from the Drangajékull 
glacier as it merges into the saltwater of the bay. From the parking area by the 
low hills at the head of the lagoon it’s possible to walk up to the snout of the 
glacier along a trail, marked by cairns, in roughly ninety minutes; from the car 
park head east, following the low hills, to the track leading along the eastern 
side of the valley up to the glacier. Keep to the eastern side of the cairns and 
you'll find the going easier, although there are still boulders, stones and streams 
to negotiate. Note that you shouldn’t underestimate the time it’ll take to walk 
to the glacier — the clear air makes the ice appear much closer than it actually 
is. If you spot the unmarked path leading up the western edge of the snout, 
past Drangajokull’s highest point, Jékulbunga (925m) before descending into 


A Kaldalén glacial lagoon 


Furufj6rdur on the eastern shore of Hornstrandir, don’t be tempted to follow 
it — it’s strictly for experienced mountaineers only. 

From Kaldalon, Route 635 crosses the glacial river, Morilla, before continu- 
ing northwest for another fifteen minutes’ drive to the farming settlement of 
UNADSDALUR where there’s a small church right on the shoreline. From 
here the mountainous coastline of Snzfjallastrond stretches to the northwest 
— although it’s hard to imagine, this entire region was once inhabited as far as 
the cliffs at Bjarnarntpur, which look across to Bolungarvik on the opposite 
side of the bay. Historically, Unadsdalur is perhaps best known for the mass- 
cacre of a boatload of Spaniards who were shipwrecked here in 1614 and 
then beaten to death by farmers when they tried to leave on a “borrowed” 
vessel the following year. In 1995 the last locals, perhaps unsurprisingly, upped 
sticks and left this remote, chilly coast — not even in the warmest summer 
does the snow melt from the mountains here — abandoning Snefjallastr6nd 
to the elements alone. 


Hornstrandir 


Once you’ve seen the remote snow-covered hills and cliffs of the Snzfjal- 
lastrond coastline, you’ll have an idea of what lies immediately north, on 
Iceland’s very last corner of inhospitable terrain. A claw-shaped peninsula of 
land bordered by the Jokulfirdir fjords to the south and the Greenland Sea to 
the north, and attached to the rest of the West Fjords by a narrow neck of land 
just 6km wide, the coastline of % Hornstrandir is the most magnificent the 
country has to offer. The rugged cliffs, precipitous mountainsides and sandy bays 
backed by meadows of wildflowers make up this official nature reserve on the 
very edge of the Arctic Circle, and hiking here is an exhilarating experience; 
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it’s quite common to walk for an entire day without seeing another person. 
The highlight of any trip to Hornstrandir is a visit to the majestic Hornbjarg 
cliff (533m) at the eastern end of Hornvik bay and the highest point on the 
peninsula. The cliff is home to one of the country’s greatest bird colonies and 
its many ledges are stuffed full with fulmars, guillemots, kittiwakes, puffins and 
razorbills. Elsewhere, where farmed sheep once devoured everything edible, 
there is now wild, lush vegetation of unexpected beauty and the wildlife is free 
to roam — the Arctic fox makes regular appearances — while offshore, seals and 
whales can be spotted. 

Life for settlers on Hornstrandir was always extreme. For starters, the summer 
is appreciably shorter than elsewhere in the West Fjords and, bar a geothermal 
spring in remote Reykjafjordur, there’s no natural hot-water source, no water- 
fall to generate electricity, no natural harbour, and no road or airstrip. In fact, the 
fertile valleys and inlets throughout this uninhabited wilderness are littered with 
traces of derelict buildings where hardy farmers and fishermen once attempted 
to battle against the inhospitable climate. The peninsula’s two main settlements, 
Adalvik and Hesteyri, are now almost completely deserted, their abandon- 
ment marking the end of yet another Icelandic community. Founded in around 
1894, Hesteyri depended entirely on a Norwegian whaling station — remains 
of which can still be seen today at the head of Hesteyrarfjordur fjord — until a 
drastic decline in stocks led to the station being taken over for the processing 
of herring. At this time, around eighty people lived permanently in Hesteyri, 
with another hundred temporarily resident at the factory, but a fall in herring 
stocks led to the closure of the factory in 1940. One by one, farmers and 
fishermen left, and in 1952 the last families abandoned both Hesteyri and 
neighbouring Adalvik. Incidentally, the closing shots of the Icelandic film Chil- 
dren of Nature (Born Natturunnar), by Fridrik bor Fridriksson, were filmed on the 
mountains of Straumnesfjall, which form the northern wall of Adalvik bay. 

Today Hesteyri consists of nothing more than a handful of abandoned cottages, 
disintegrating skeletons of concrete and timber clothed with bits of corrugated 
iron, broken stone and blocks of turf, with just one or two being renovated 
by families whose roots lie here. The ferry from [safjérdur (see below) 
visits almost daily in summer, though the only functioning building is the 
white and green Leknishusid (0456 7183 or 456 4879, ©sossa@bolungarvik 
is; sleeping-bag accommodation 2200kr), the former doctor’s house, on the 
western side of the Hesteyrara river, which offers self-catering accommoda- 
tion from late June to late August. 


Getting to Hornstrandir 

Since there are no roads to or within this area, approaches to Hornstrandir 
are either by passenger ferry or on foot. Once there, most people pick two places 
that the ferries visit, and hike between them — make sure you know when the 
next service is due, however, as most only operate twice per week (see below). 

Ferry bookings can be made through Vesturferdir, based at Isafjordur’s 
tourist office (456 5111, Wwww.vesturferdir.is), or direct with the two ferry 
companies (see below). Ferries only run in summer — late June until late August 
at best — and you must book in advance. 

Ferries from Isafjordur are run by Sjoferdir (456 3879 or 892 1879, 
©sjoferdir@sjoferdir.is), who travel once a week to Adalvik, the wide bay 
at Hornstrandir’s western tip; twice a week to Grunnavik, northeast across 
Isafjardardjup from Isafjérdur; five times weekly to Hesteyri; twice a week to 
Hornvik, on Hornstrandir’s northeastern coast; twice weekly to Hrafnsfjérour, 
at Hornstrandir’s base; and twice a week to Veidileysufj6rdur, the middle fjord 
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on Hornstrandir’s underside. There’s also a ferry to Hornvik from Nordur- 
fj6rdur on the Strandir coast (see p.225), which means that by taking this the 
opposite way, you can leave Hornstrandir without returning to Isafjordur. 

On foot, the main approach is from Unadsdalur (see p.207), where a 
good path heads north for Leirufjordur following the Dalsa on its way up out 
of the village. From Leirufjordur it’s possible to cross the tidal flats and head 
towards the mouth of Hrafnsfjordur and on to Hornvik in around four days. 
Take extra care when crossing Leirufj6rdur at low tide, however, because the 
flats are composed of glacial waste washed down from Drangaj6kull and can be 
particularly soggy. Alternatively a much longer and more demanding route leads 
from Ofeigsfjérdur, northwest of Nordurfj6rdur, the last main settlement on 


Hiking Hornstrandir in three days 


An excellent way to see the best of Hornstrandir is to do the demanding three-day 
hike from Hornvik to Adalvik. By taking a boat to Hornvik (see above) it’s possible 
to walk west in time to catch a boat back to Isafjérdur from Hesteyri or Adalvik. See 
pp.209-211 for advice on safety and the weather in this part of the country. 


Day one: from Hornvik to Hzelavik 

Once ashore there’s the option of heading east along the beach at Hornvik, wading 
across the Hafnards estuary and climbing up to the Hornbjarg cliffs to see the birds. 
Alternatively, head west along the beach and look for the path that leads up from the 
sand to take you round the headland into Rekavik bay. From here, a well-trodden path 
heads up the western edge of an unnamed stream heading for the narrow pass in the 
mountains, which gives access down to neighbouring Heelavik via a rockfield (where 
the cairns marking the path disappear at times). The steep descent into the bay offers 
spectacular views. Reckon on around four and a half hours for this stretch. 


Day two: from Heelavik to Hesteyri 

Head west along the beach at Heelavik and wade across the river that cuts the 
beach in two. Continue along the beach around Alfsfell, before turning south inland 
following the cairns which mark the indistinct path to the mountain pass of Kjarans- 
vikurskar6 (426m); the last part of the ascent is rather rocky. From here the going 
is considerably easier as the path leads southeast to a mountain plateau, which 
follows the shoreline of Hesteyrarfjéréur. Note that none of the streams that cross 
the plateau is bridged and even in July there are still large snowfields on the plateau. 
At the western edge of the plateau, the path descends the valley wall into Hesteyri; 
this descent can be difficult if the wall is still covered in snow. This stretch will take 
you about seven hours in total. 


Day three: from Hesteyri to Adalvik 

Cross the chilly waters of Hesteyrara river to Leeknishusid. From here, a good path 
— actually the old road that led west to now abandoned Sletta — leads up the hill 
following the course of the river. At the top, the trail strikes out across an extensive 
rockfield, which can be hard going in parts; even in July, there is a lot of snow left 
up here. Follow the cairns through the rock field until the track descends into sandy 
Adalvik; the bottom of this path is rather boggy. Cross the shallow river to reach the 
beach and the tiny settlement of Latrar, at the eastern edge of the bay, or Seebdl at 
the western edge, both surrounded by snowy mountains on all sides. If you’re walk- 
ing in reverse, note that the path to Hesteyri can be found by crossing the river and 
heading for the single house on the river bank. From here head up the hill to the right 
of the house to reach the rockfield plateau to Hesteyri. Either way, this leg should 
take around four hours to complete. 


the Strandir coast (see p.225). The path follows the coast north to Drangavik, 
Reykjafjordur (where there’s an open-air geothermally heated swimming pool) 
and Furufjordur, from where it’s possible to cut west into Hrafnsfj6rdur or 
continue north to Hornvik; for this, you should allow at least a week. 

Unfortunately the weather in this part of the country, on the edge of the 
Greenland Sea, is especially unpredictable. Deep snow often lies on the ground 
until July and snow showers are not uncommon even in July and August. Fog, 
too, can be a particular problem. Also, remember that there are no functioning 
settlements on Hornstrandir — those marked on maps are farm buildings, or 
the remains of farm buildings only — and that you must be prepared for emer- 
gencies. It’s essential therefore to bring the following equipment: a sturdy tent 
and warm sleeping bag, waterproof clothing and boots, more food than you'll 
need in case of unforeseen delays (there are no shops or facilities anywhere 
on the peninsula, except for the guesthouse at Hesteyri — see p.209), a compass 
and Landmeeingar Islands 1:100,000 Hornstrandir hiking map. Although many 
routes are marked on the map as clearly defined, this is often not the case in 
reality; in poor weather conditions it can be all too easy to lose the path, so 
make sure that you can use a compass properly before setting out. Remember, 
too, that in June and July it doesn’t get dark here, which means you can extend 
your hiking time if needed. Mobile phones do not work in Hornstrandir, but 
there are landline phones for use in emergencies in the orange shelters dotted 
around the coast and marked on maps. Take extra care if you're crossing tidal 
flats, or rounding headlands at low tide, as the going can often be very boggy. 
There are no footbridges in Hornstrandir, so bring an old pair of running shoes 
to cross rivers and streams — and be prepared to grit your teeth against the 
bitingly cold water. 


From Isafjordur down the west coast: 
Route 60 


Passing through some of the most dramatic scenery the West Fjords have to 
offer, Route 60 is the access route for the southern and western sections of this 
region. It’s predominantly a mountain road, winding through narrow passes and 
deep-green valleys as often as it rounds the heads of fjords, past the handful of 
tiny villages which mark the way down the west coast from Isafjordur. It arrives 
on the south coast at the insubstantial outpost of Brjanslekur, where you have 
the option of continuing south or east and out of the region, or heading down 
to the West Fjord’s southwestern tip at Latrabjarg (see p.220). 

Despite Route 60 being one of the West Fjord’s main roads, once you're 
south of the small sleepy fishing villages of Flateyri and bingeyri, it’s little 
more than an unsurfaced and badly potholed dirt track, where driving requires 
slow speeds, much gear changing and even more patience. Things improve 
after the hair-raising descent into minute Hrafnseyri, the birthplace of Jon 
Sigurdsson, the man who led Iceland’s nineteenth-century independence 
movement. Beyond here, look out for the most impressive waterfall in the West 
Fjords, Dynjandi, at the head of the eponymously named fjord, and a favourite 
rest break for buses. One of the main entrance points into the West Fjords lies 
due south of here, the ferry terminal at Brjanslekur, from where the Baldur 
sails to the island of Flatey (see p.185) and on to Stykkisholmur (see p.180) on 
the Snezfellsnes peninsula. 
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From June to August, a thrice-weekly long-distance bus service follows 
Route 60 between Isafj6rdur and Brjanslekur, stopping at most settlements 
along the way (except Flateyri) and connecting with all Stykkisholmur ferries. 
It then continues westwards to Patreksfjordur and Latraberg on the south- 
western peninsula (see pp.218-220 for more about these) before retracing its 
route to Isafjordur. 


Flateyri and around 


Beginning on the southwestern edge of Isafjérdur, Route 60 immediately enters 
a tunnel to bypass Pverfjall (752m), and after 2km, the tunnel divides in two; the 
right-hand turn, Route 65, leads to the dreary workaday fishing village of Sudeyri, 
while the main tunnel and Route 60 continue for another 4km before emerging 
into Onundarfjordur where there’s a junction with Road 64 to Flateyri. 

The small fishing village of FLATEYRI, just 22km from Isafjordur, is known 
across the country for its avalanche problems, and the colossal earth dams 
separated by 15m high walls on the lower slopes of the omnipresent mountains 
are man-made barriers against the snowfalls which occur here every year. A 
memorial stone next to the church, at the entrance to the village, bears the 
names of the twenty people who died in the most recent devastating avalanche 
in October, 1995. The tragedy was a painful loss for this closely knit commu- 
nity where the total population is barely over three hundred, not least because 
the frozen ground and heavy snow prevented the bodies from being buried in 
the village cemetery; instead, they had to be kept in the morgue in Isafj6rdur 
until the ground thawed and they could be buried in Reykjavik. Extensive 
rebuilding was necessary after the accident, including the erection of avalanche 
defences which now effectively channel all snow-slides into the sea. From the 
filling station at the entrance to the village, a short path (10min) leads up to a 
viewpoint on the mountainside giving a superb panorama, not only of Flateyri 
and Onundarfj6rdur, but down into the lifesaving earth dams. 

Founded as a trading centre in 1792, the village was once a base for shark 
and whale hunting. Today, it’s thanks to the fish-processing factory, one of 
the largest in Iceland, that the village has finally shaken off its dependence on 
Isafjordur — despite consisting of little more than one main street, Flateyri prides 
itself on the fact that it has all the major services. However, it’s not a good 
idea to get stuck here since there’s very little to do other than marvel at the 
avalanche defences and the open vistas of the surrounding fjord and mountains 
that tower over Flateyri. 


Flateyri practicalities : 

Local buses operate all year (3 daily Mon-Fri) from Isafj6rdur stopping outside 
Flateyri’s post office, at Ranargata 1. Long-distance buses along Route 60 
don’t call at Flateyri, but can be caught at the junction of Routes 64 and 60, 
7km east of town. 

Flateyri has one guesthouse, the Brynjukot at Ranargata 6 (456 7762 or 
861 8976; ®), with self-catering facilities but no en-suite rooms. The campsite 
(© 456 7807), with toilets and running water, is behind the filling station at the 
entrance to the village. The swimming pool is in Tjarnargata, close to the 
mountains, north of the church. For eating and drinking there’s the bright and 
airy Vagninn restaurant, at Hafnarstreti 19. Painted in vibrant reds and yellows 
and run by a charming South African and her Icelandic husband, it serves up 
burgers with fries and salad (1190kr), pizzas (1450kr) and steamed halibut with 
soup (1650kr): beer here costs 700kr, and a bottle of wine is around 3100kr. 


Onundarfjéréur 

Flateyri sits on the eastern side of the 40km-long Onundarfjérdéur, and there 
are a couple of scenic spots to check out nearby. Back at the Route 60 junc- 
tion, a gravel track leads southeast down to the Korpalundur valley at the 
neck of the fjord. Surrounded by mountains, it’s a great place to hike, kayak or 
just kick back for a couple of days, with accommodation and advice available at 
Korpadalur youth hostel (© 456 7808 or 892 2030, © korpadalur@centrum. is; 
sleeping-bag accommodation 1800kr), who also run a campsite. 

Alternatively, one of the most beautiful beaches in the West Fjords, 
Ingjaldssandur (the settlement here is known as Seb6ol, the name used on 
most maps) is located at the mouth of Onundarfjérdur, across the water from 
Flateyri at the tip of the mountainous finger of land that separates the fjord 
from its southern neighbour, Dyrafjérdur. Bordered to the west and east by 
tall, craggy mountains and backed by lush green fields, the beach’s grassy 
foreshore is an idyllic place from which to watch the huge Atlantic breakers 
crash onto the sand and pebbles below. In summer this is a good place to 
spot arctic tern and various species of waders; oystercatchers are particularly 
common here. 

Ingjaldssandur is only accessible with your own transport and entails a circui- 
tous drive of 44km from Flateyri, heading first south down Route 60 towards 
Pingeyri, before taking the unsurfaced and rough Route 624 back northwest 
to the Onundarfjordur coast. Twenty kilometres before the end of the road at 
Sebdl, the Alvidra farm (© 456 8229 or 894 7029, ©alvidra@snerpa.is) is hard 
to beat for splendid isolation: it offers sleeping-bag accommodation and 
cooking facilities for 1800kr. 


Pingeyri 

Although one of the oldest settlements in the West Fjords, BINGEYRI, 
48km southwest of Isafj6rdur along Road 60, is also one of the dullest. The 
village takes its name from the ancient Ping (assembly) mentioned in Gisla 
Saga, and the ruins, nothing more than a couple of grassy mounds, can be seen 
behind the church in the centre of the village. Over the centuries Pingeyri 
developed into a significant fishing centre thanks to its sheltered location near 
the head of Dyrafj6rdur, and even attracted the interest of the French who 
applied, unsuccessfully, to establish a base here to service their fishing vessels 
operating in the region. 

Today life is centred on the one main street, Adalstreeti, where you'll find 
all the town’s services and little else. If you’ve time to kill, head up Sandafell 
(367m), which stands guard behind the village. This is a favourite place for locals 
to watch the sun go down as it offers fantastic views out over the fjord and of 
the mountain ridge, topped by the highest peak in the West Fjords, Kaldbakur 
(998m), which separates Dyrafj6rdéur from the much larger and multi-fingered 
Arnarfjordur to the south. Although steep, Sandafell can be climbed from the 
village — several clear paths lead up the mountainside — and a four-wheel-drive 
track there heads southwest off Route 60, just 1km south of town. 

If you get stuck here for the night, there’s one simple guesthouse, Gistihei- 
milid Vera at Hlidargata 22 (© 456 8232 and 891 6832; @), and a campsite 
(© 456 8225; 600kr per tent) with washing facilities, located next to the modern 
swimming pool at the western end of the village. Eating out is limited to 
the evening-only Toki Munkur pizzeria (pizzas from 1200kr, beer 600kr), at 
Hafnarstrzti 1, and the snack bar at the Esso filling station on the main road, 
which also functions as the terminus for buses. 
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Hraftnseyri 


The seventeen-kilometre drive south from bingeyri to minuscule Hrafnseyri 
is one of the most hair-raising sections of Route 60. Climbing all the while to 
squeeze through a narrow pass between mountains over 700m high, the road 
then makes a heart-stopping descent into Hrafnseyri on the shores of Arnar- 
fj6rdur; when viewed from the village, the road appears to cling precariously to 
a vertical wall of rock. Named after the fjord’s first settler, Orn (meaning “eagle”, 
arnar being its genitive case), who lasted just one winter here, Arnarfj6rdur is 
30km long and up to 10km wide: it forks at its head to form four smaller fjords, 
Sudurfirdir, to the southwest, and Borgarfj6rdur and Dynjandisvogur inlet to the 
northeast. It’s widely, and quite rightly, regarded by locals as the most picturesque 
of all the West Fjords, enclosed by towering mountains. 

HRAFNSEYRI itself, consisting of a tiny church, a museum and a solitary 
petrol pump — which doubles as the bus stop — is one of only two settlements 
on Arnarfj6rdur (the other is Bildudalur, 79km away). It was named after one 
of Iceland’s earliest doctors, Hrafn Sveinbjarnarson, who died here in 1213, 
having trained in Europe then returned home to practise. A memorial stone 
next to the church commemorates his life, and the grass mound nearby is 
thought to be the site of his boathouse. This tiny settlement, though, is of much 
greater historical significance to Icelanders since it was here that Jon Sigurds- 
son (see box below) was born, the man who won independence for Iceland 
in the nineteenth century. The excellent adjoining museum (mid-June to Aug 
daily 10am—8pm; Sept to mid-June by arrangement with the curator, who lives 
next door; ©456 8260, Wwww.hrafnseyri.is; 500kr) records his life, mostly 
with photographs, some of his letters and contemporary drawings. Particularly 
evocative is the painting of the meeting of 1851, which Jon Sigurdsson and a 
number of Icelandic MPs held with representatives of the Danish state in the 
Grammar School, Menntaskolinn, in Reykjavik, and which helped pave the way 


Jon Sigurdsson 


To Icelanders, Jon Sigurdsson (1811-69) is what Winston Churchill is to the British 
and George Washington to the Americans. This is the man who, through his tremen- 
dous skills of diplomacy, achieved independence from the Danes, who had almost 
bankrupted Iceland during the time of the Trade Monopoly. Born in Hrafnseyri in 
1811, J6n spent the first twenty-two years of his life in his native West Fjords, and 
after completing the entry examination for university study, he left for Copenhagen 
where he chose history and political science among his subjects. Although a com- 
mitted student, he never graduated from the university, opting instead to dedicate 
his life to the Arni Magnusson Institute, then a powerful symbol of the struggle for 
recognition against the Danes; this institute fought a long battle to have many of 
Iceland’s most treasured medieval manuscripts, kept in Copenhagen by the Danish 
authorities, returned home. However, it wasn’t until 1841 that Jon Sigurdsson began 
his political activities, publishing a magazine in which he put forward historical argu- 
ments for Iceland’s right to independence. A prolific writer about Icelandic history, 
politics and economics, he was later elected to the Icelandic parliament, which 
regained its powers as a consultative body in 1843 thanks to his agitation. Further 
reforms followed as a direct consequence of his influence, including the right to free 
trade in 1854, and eventually, twenty years later, a constitution making Iceland self- 
governing in home affairs, though Jon didn’t live to see Iceland become a sovereign 
state under the Danish crown on December 1, 1918. Iceland gained full independ- 
ence from Denmark on June 17, 1944, the anniversary of his birth. 


for Icelandic independence. The friendly curator, Sigurdur, will gladly translate 
some of the information inside the museum and will also tickle the ivories on 
the church piano and crank out a song from your home country if you tell him 
where you're from (he’s even produced a CD, on sale for 2200kr). Jon Sigurds- 
son himself was born in the restored turf farmhouse, opened on request 
by the curator, with three gabled roofs, next to the church. At the rear of the 
building, his bedroom, containing the desk from his office in Copenhagen, has 
been kept in its original state and offers an insight into the ascetic life of one of 
Iceland’s most revered figures. 

The best time to be in Hrafnseyri is Icelandic National Day (June 17), 
when a special mass is held in the church and prominent Icelanders from across 
the country travel to the village to remember their most distinguished cham- 
pion of freedom. Although it’s a serious occasion there’s a mood of optimism 
and good humour in the air, with plenty of singing and celebration. 


Dynjandi 

Twenty kilometres east of Hrafnseyri, at the point where Route 60 weaves 
around the northeastern corner of Arnarfjordur, the most impressive waterfall 
in the West Fjords, % Dynjandi, plunges over a hundred-metre-high cliff-top 
into the fjord at Dynjandisvogur inlet, forming a triangular cascade roughly 
30m wide at its top spreading to over 60m at its bottom. Below the main water- 
fall a series of five smaller chutes carries the waters of the Dynjandisa to the sea. 
With your own transport, it’s possible to reach the head of the falls — continue 
south along Route 60 for around 5km, and once the road has climbed up onto 
the Dynjandisheidi plateau, you'll see the Dynjandisa river, which crosses the 
road; walk west from here, following the course of the river to the falls. 

All long-distance buses make a ten-minute stop at the falls, where there’s also a 
simple, grassy campsite, with toilets and running water. Lit by the low sun, it’s 
an incredibly pretty place to spend a summer night, though bear in mind that 
the waterfall is famously noisy — dynjandi means “the thundering one”. 


Fidkalundur and Brjansilzkur 


South of Dynjandisheidi, Route 60 continues over a spectacular highland 
plateau, passing Lonfell (725m) and the turn-off onto Route 63 for Patreks- 
fjordur via Bildudalur (see p.216), before finally descending to the south coast 
and Route 62 at FLOKALUNDUR. Consisting of just a hotel, restaurant and 
a petrol pump, there’s little to note here other than the fact that the Viking 
Fl6ki Vilgerdarson, who named Iceland, once spent a winter here. He 
climbed Lonfell, only to be dismayed by the icebergs floating in the fjord and 
named the land “Island”, as the inscription on the monument in front of the 
functional but expensive Flokalundur hotel (late May to late Sept; ®456 2011, 
W www.flokalundur.is; @), overlooking Vatnsfj6réur, reminds modern-day 
Icelanders. The hotel restaurant is nothing special, but it does serve up decent 
if pricey food and makes for a good break on the long journey in and out of 
the West Fjords. The free campsite on the same site is run by the hotel and has 
running water and toilet facilities. 

The hotel can also fill you in on the surrounding Vatnsfjordur Nature 
Reserve, which spreads northeast from here and provides endless hiking 
Opportunities — one easy trail (8km, 2—3hr) begins at a lake some 5km east 
along the main road and leads along the eastern shore of Vatndalsvatn, a 
lake known for its rich birdlife and a favourite nesting spot for the dramati- 
cally coloured harlequin duck, and the red-throated and great northern diver. 
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Don’t attempt to cross the Vatnsdalsa at the head of the lake in order to return 
down the western shore, since the river is very wide and fast flowing; instead, 
retrace your steps. 

Barely 7km west of Flékalundur on Route 62, BRJANSLAKUR is essen- 
tially just the jetty for ferries to Stykkishoélmur via Flatey (see p.185 for 
schedules). Other than the snack-bar-cum-ticket office in the small wooden 
building on the main road by the jetty, and a free campsite with washing facili- 
ties (D456 2011), there are no facilities here. Long-distance buses connect 
three times a week with ferries, then head back along Route 60 to Isafjordur, 
or continue westwards to Patreksfjordur and Latraberg on the southwestern 
peninsula (see below). 


The southwestern peninsula 


From its mountain-top junction with Route 60 by Lonfell, Route 63 
descends towards Trostansfj6r6éur, one of the four baby fjords which make up 
the Sudurfirdir, the southern fjords, forming the southwestern corner of 
Arnarfjordur. This section of the road is in very poor condition and features 
some alarmingly large potholes and ruts. Unusually for the West Fjords, three 
fishing villages are found within close proximity to one another here — barely 
30km separates the uneventful port of Bildudalur from its neighbours, 
identical Talknafj6rdur, and the larger Patreksfj6rdur, a commercial 
centre for the surrounding farms and smaller villages. However, it’s the 
Latrabjarg cliffs, 60km beyond Patreksfjordur to the west, that draw most 
visitors to this last peninsula of rugged land. Here, in summer, thousands 
upon thousands of seabirds including guillemots, kittiwakes and puffins nest 
in the cliff’s nooks and crannies making for one of the most spectacular sights 
anywhere in the region — what’s more, the cliffs are easily accessible from 
nearby Breidavik, an idyllic bay of aquamarine water backed by white sand 
and dusky mountains. 

From June to August, the long-distance bus from Isafjordur continues 
on from the Branslekur ferry jetty to Patreksfjordur, Breidavik and Latravik, 
before terminating at Latrabjarg. Around eighty minutes later, it heads back 
along the same route to Bryanslekur and then north to Isafjordur. 


Bildudalur and around 


A thriving fishing port processing vast amounts of local shrimp, there's little 
to see or do in BBLDUDALUR, a workaday village of just two hundred and 
fifty people at the foot of Bildudalsfjall mountain on the southern shores of 
ArnarfjOrdur. However, the airport, 7km south of the village at the mouth of 
FossfjOrdur, has made Bildudalur a gateway to the southwestern peninsula of 
the West Fjords with its regular connections with Reykjavik, cutting out the 
need for the long and tiring journey up hill and down dale from Isafj6rdur. 
The village’s only attraction is the curious Memories of Melodies (Tonlistar- 
safn) music museum (June—Aug daily 2—6pm, at other times simply knock 
on the door; 400kr) at Tjarnarbraut 5. Cobbled together by Bildudalur’s most 
famous son, singer Jon Kristjan Olafsson, it holds a rambling collection of old 
33s and other Icelandic music memorabilia from the 1940—60s: whilst certainly 
a worthy tribute to Iceland’s past musical greats, it’s unlikely to grab the atten- 
tion of foreign visitors since the featured singers and groups were, mercifully, 
never big abroad. 


Bildudalur practicalities 
Aside from long-distance buses passing through, daily buses operate all year 
round between here and Talknafj6rdur and Patreksfj6rdur from outside the 
post office and bank (Mon-Fri 11.30am—4pm) in the main street, as well as to 
the airport (information on ©456 2151) to connect with the once-daily flight 
to and from Reykjavik, operated by Landsflug (@ www.airiceland.is). 
Bildudalur has just one guesthouse, the comfortable Kaupfélagid (456 2100 
or 822 0883, @bfjalli@snerpa.is; sleeping bag 1800kr, ©; breakfast is an extra 
900kr), a grey pebble-dashed building down by the harbour on Hafnarbraut. For 
the campsite, head to the sports field on the southern edge of the village. The 
only restaurant, Vegamot, at Tjarnarbraut 2, on the main road close to the harbour, 
serves up pizzas (from 1750kr) and burgers (850kr) as well as decent fish and lamb 
dishes for around 2400kr; there’s also beer here for 750kr. The nameless café 
attached to the guesthouse also serves light meals and snacks during the day. 


Around Bildudalur 

What Bildudalur lacks in attractions it more than makes up for with stunning 
scenery; an excellent fifteen-kilometre hike (4—5hr) up the Fossdalur valley to 
the tiny settlement of Tungumuli on the Bardastro6nd coast (Route 62) begins 
at Foss farm, 6km south of the airport at the head of Fossfj6rdur, following 
the route taken by local postmen in the late 1800s. From the western side of 
the farm, the track leads up through Fossdalur towards the small lake, Mjosund, 
beyond which the route forks. Keep right and take the path over the Fossheidi 
plateau, which has fantastic views over the surrounding rocky country- 
side, until it descends through Arnbylisdalur valley on the western edge of 
Tungumiulafjall mountain, to the coast and Route 62 at Tungumuli. A couple 
of kilometres east of here lies the equally small settlement of Kross, where 
there’s accommodation at Gistiheimilid Bjarkarholt (© 456 2025; sleeping-bag 
accommodation 1950kr, @, breakfast is an extra 900kr). The route is shown 
in the hiking leaflet, Génguleidir a Bardastrénd, available from regional tourist 
offices and some accommodation. From Kross and Tungumuli, it’s possible to 
link up with the three weekly buses to Latrabjarg or Brjanslekur — check the 
schedules first at Isafjordur’s information office (p.200). 


Talknafjorour 


Continuing southwest from Bildudalur on Route 62, it’s 15km to where 
Route 617 heads 4km north to the equally tiny TALKNAFJORDUR, a stop 
for the year-round Bildudalur—Patreksfj6rdur bus. The only reason to detour 
here is to ease your muscles at the superb open-air swimming pool, which 
comes complete with hot pots and fantastic views over the surrounding moun- 
tains. There are also a couple of natural alfresco hotspots fed by water from a 
nearby spring just behind the church on the western outskirts of the village; 
ask for precise directions from the guesthouses. Gistiheimilid Skrudhamrar is at 
Strandgata 20 (©456 0200, @©hopid@centrum.is; @), while the Gistiheimilid 
Hamraborg (© 456 2514, ®456 2794; sleeping-bag accommodation 1750kr, @), 
is a little further down the main road: the old couple who run the place don’t 
speak any English, and breakfast is an extra 800kr. The campsite (© 456 2639) 
is in the centre of the village next to the swimming pool. Evening meals are 
available at the Posthus café and bar at the corner of Lekjargata and Strandgata, 
serving pizzas (1350kr) and beer (750kr); while the similar Hopid, at the western 
end of the main road, serves up freshly caught fish dishes for around 1550kr. For 
snacks, soft drinks and other provisions, head for the Mettubud shop and filling 
station on the main street. 
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Patreksfjorour 


Located on the shores of the southernmost of all the West Fjords, PATREKS- 
FJORDUR is named after Saint Patrick, a bishop from the Scottish islands 
who acted as spiritual adviser to one of the region’s first settlers, Orlygur 
Hrappson. Today with a population of 750, the village is large enough to 
exist independently of Isafjordur, 172km away, and is the only place in the 
West Fjords, outside the regional capital, to boast more than the odd shop 
and restaurant. Over the years, this tiny village has won a reputation for 
pioneering excellence: trawler fishing in Iceland began here; a particular style 
of saltfish now popular in Mediterranean markets was developed here; and, 
somewhat less notably, the town also dispatched the only Icelandic vessel ever 
to hunt seal..in the Aretic, 

Little entrepreneurial spirit is visible in Patreksfjoréur today and, although a 
refreshing change from the other smaller villages to the north, the place is best 
seen as a stop-off en route to Breidavik and Latrabjarg. Built on two sandspits, 
Geirseyri and Vatnseyri, the village simply comprises a main road in and out of 
the town, Strandgata, which runs along the shoreside to the harbour. Several 
side streets branch off Strandgata’s western end — one of which, Eyrargata, has 
an excellent open-air swimming pool — while the main shopping street, 
Adalstrzti, runs parallel to it. 


Practicalities 

Buses run year-round between here, Talknafj6rdur and Bildudalur. Summer 
buses to Latrabjarg, Brjanslaekur and Isafjordur depart three times a week from 
the Esso filling station on Strandgata. The post office (Mon—Fri 9am—4.30pm) 
is at Bjarkargata 10. For cash withdrawals there’s an ATM inside the small food 
store at Adalstrati 89, attached to Rabbabarinn (see below). 

There are two functional accommodation options: the guesthouse Stekka- 
bol at Stekkar 19, behind the church off Adalstrati une—Aug; ®864 9675, 
©stekkabol@snerpa.is; sleeping-bag accommodation 1700kr, ®; breakfast 
700kr extra), and the similar Eyrar at Adalstreti 8 (©456 4565 or 845 7283; 
sleeping-bag accommodation 1750kr, ®). 

For eating, the best choice is Dorpid, on Adalstreti, an airy modern place 
with excellent views over the fjord and bad local art on the walls inside — the 
deep-fried catfish with salad and fries is just 1350kr at lunchtime; otherwise 
there’s lamb chops for 1700kr, soups at 750kr, or burgers from 850kr. The 
only other option is the smoky Rabbabarinn bar, at Adalstrzti 89, inside the 
blue and white building called Albina, on the eastern edge of the village; 
it also hosts occasional live music, and stays open until 3am at weekends. 
Patrekfjordur also boasts the only vinbud alcohol shop in the entire West 
Fjords outside of Isafjordur (Mon-Thurs 1—6pm, Fri 10am—6pm), at Porsgata 
10, down by the harbour. 


Hnjotur, Breidavik and Latrabjarg 


Some 59km from Patreksfjordur, the West Fjords reach their southwestern 
extremity at Latrabjarg cliffs, a dramatic and remote corner of the country 
packed through the summer with nesting seabirds. If this isn’t enough to 
tempt you, there’s an oddly located museum at Hnjotur and the quite stun- 
ning Breidavik beach — golden, isolated and beautiful — to check out along 
the way. Without your own vehicle, you can get to all of these places by public 
bus throughout the summer. 


Hnjotur Folk Museum 

Route 62 runs southeast from PatreksfjGrdur down to the south coast. Around 
12km from town, the unsealed Route 612 branches westwards to run along 
the underside of yet another fjord, passing a beached shipwreck, and a tiny 
airstrip at Sandoddi, which until a few years ago, unbelievably for such an 
isolated location, had regular flights to Reykjavik. After 25km, the road reaches 
the Hnjotur folk museum (mid-May to mid-Sept daily 10am—6pm; 500kr), 
diagonally across the bay from Patreksfj6rdéur. Its poignant semi-circular stone 
monument is dedicated to the sailors who lost their lives off the treacherous 
shores of the southwestern peninsula during the early twentieth century — all 
bar one were from the British ports of Grimsby and Hull. 

Inside the museum, two short films are worth catching. The first, on the 
ground floor, features the rescue of the Sargon (see p.220); the second, on the 
upper floor, is a late-1980s documentary on the then 74-year-old Gisli Gisla- 
son, a hermit who lived all of his 79 years in remote Selardalur at the mouth 
of Arnarfj6rdur and only once ventured to his nearest village, Bildudalur. On 
the few occasions he spoke, even Icelanders found his bleating speech virtually 
incomprehensible, and there was general disbelief that such an existence was still 
possible. Otherwise, the museum contains a jumble of assorted nostalgic para- 
phernalia, the prize exhibits being two rusting old planes: an Aeroflot biplane 
that landed in Iceland after running out of fuel, having been turned back to 
Russia from the US, where it was refused permission to land; and an American 
DC3 that served at the American NATO base at Keflavik and took part in the 
evacuation of Heimaey during the eruption of 1973. Outside the museum is a 
replica of aViking longship, presented to Iceland by Norway to mark 1100 years 
of settlement. Close by, the Mummi, the country’s oldest steam-powered fishing 
boat, is also worth a cursory glance. 


Breidavik 

Just after Hnjotur you pass 
the junction with Route 
615 — the comfortable and 
hospitable Hotel Latrabjarg 
(825 0025 or 456 1500, 
Wwww.latrabjarg.com; 9; 
meals available if booked in 
advance) is 3km along here 
if you need local accom- 
modation. However, you'll 
probably want to stick to 
Route 612, which after 10km 
lands you at a church and 
handful of buildings compris- 
ing the settlement at idyllic 
& Breidavik bay, with 
open views westwards over 
white sand to the aquama- 
rine waters of the Atlantic. 
This exquisite beach, with- 
out a doubt one of Iceland’s 
finest, is irresistible, and when 
the sun shines the sands are 
seen to their best advantage: 


A Breidavik bay 
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kilometres of empty, unsullied white strands, punctuated solely by trickling 
mountain streams finally reaching the ocean, flocks of squawking seabirds and 
the odd piece of white-washed driftwood, which can provide welcome shelter 
from the wind if you’re intent on catching the rays. 

There’s a great place to stay here in Gistiheimilid Breidavik (456 1575 or 
867 1577 Wwww.breidavik.net; sleeping-bag accommodation is 2000kr, shared 
bathroom ®, private bathroom @), which occupies all the buildings apart from 
the church, and serves up legendary home-cooking — dinner costs around 
2500kr, and breakfast is 900kr. Camping is 900kr per person. 


Latrabjarg to Raudisandur beach 

After Breidavik, the 612 road climbs up and over a plateau (there’s an extremely 
rough 12km gravel road off here to Keflavik — see below) and then steeply down 
to the coast again before expiring a few kilometres on below the lighthouse at 
Bjargtangar, the westernmost point in Europe. The Isafjordur—Brjanslakur— 
Patreksfj6rdur bus spends about eighty minutes here before heading back 
— don’t miss it unless you can afford to wait two days for the next one. 

The lighthouse also marks the start of 24 Latrabjarg cliffs, which rise up to 
441m above the churning sea as they run 14km east from here to the small inlet 
of Keflavik. A footpath leads along the cliff-tops, with excellent views of the 
thousands of seabirds that come here to nest on the countless ledges below. For 
centuries, locals would abseil down the cliffs to collect their eggs and trap the 
birds for food — it’s estimated that around 35,000 birds were caught here every 
year until the late 1950s — and, occasionally, they still do. 

Although the guillemot is the most common bird at Latrabjarg, it’s the thou- 
sands of puffins that most people come here to see. The high ground of the 
cliff-tops is riddled with their burrows, often up to 2m in length, since they nest 
in locations well away from the pounding surf, ideally surrounded by lush grass 
and thick soil. They return to the same burrows they occupied the year before, 
almost always during the third week of April, where they remain until August 
or September. The cliffs are also home to the largest colony of razorbills in the 
world, as well as to thousands of other screeching breeds of seabird including 
cormorants, fulmars and kittiwakes; the din here can be quite overpower- 
ing, as can the stench from the piles of guano on the cliff face. 

Incidentally, one of Iceland’s most daring sea-rescue operations occurred 
here in December 1947, when farmers from Hvallatur set out to rescue the 
crew of a British trawler, the Dhoon, which had been wrecked off the rocky 
shoreline during a severe snow-storm. After sliding down the ice-covered cliffs 
by rope, the Icelanders pulled the sailors to safety using a rescue line they fired 
across to the stricken vessel — although it took two separate attempts to hoist all 
the men up the treacherous cliff face from where they were taken by horseback 
to nearby farms to recover. A year later, a film crew arrived in Hvallatur to 
make a documentary about the accident, in which several locals were to reenact 
the rescue — however, while they were filming, another British trawler, Sargon, 
became stranded in nearby Patreksfj6rdur, giving the film makers a chance to 
catch a drama on film for real. 

The cliff-top path at Latrabjarg continues east, rounding Keflavik bay and 
finally descending to the serene red-orange sands at Raudisandur bay after 
around 20km, where a couple of farming families still live. The lush, open 
fields that slowly give way to the vast expanse of sand that forms this part 
of the shore of Breidafj6rdur have been cultivated for centuries, and today 
flocks of hardy sheep wander from field to shore in search of patches of 
grass. North of the Bajarvadall lagoon, which marks the eastern end of the 


sands, you can follow Route 614 8km north to join Route 612 between 
PatreksfjG6rdur and Hnjotur. 


The south coast: Bjarkalundur and 
Reykholar 


East from Brjanslekur and Flokalundur, the south coast of the West Fjords is all 
but uninhabited. As the unsurfaced Route 60 rounds the head of Vatnsfj6rdur 
east of Flokalundur, it’s well over a hundred kilometres before civilization 
reappears at Bjarkalundur, itself little more than a hotel and a filling station. 
Although still dramatic, the mountains along this stretch of road are less rugged 
and angular than those along the northern and western coasts, and the coastline 
is dominated by small bays separated by high bluffs, with wide areas of heavily 
vegetated flatland gently sloping down to the shores of Breidafj6rdéur. In fact 
the only village of any significance in this direction is Reykhdlar, off the main 
road along Route 607, one of the few settlements in the West Fjords to have a 
geothermal spring and so a good place to break the long journey in or out of 
the region with a dip in the outdoor pool. East of here, the dot on the map that 
is Kroksfjardarnes serves as a road junction: from here routes head south to 
Reykjavik, or via the desolate Tréllatunguheidi plateau to Holmavik. 

It’s not possible to get here by bus from the rest of the West Fjords, as there 
is no service along the Flokalundur—Bjarkalundur stretch. Instead, you’ll have 
to approach from the south, with a service running just twice weekly in each 
direction between Reykjavik and Reykholar via Bjarkalundur. 


Bjarkalundur 


Hiking is just about all there is to do at the small service centre of BJARKA- 
LUNDUR, 126km east of Flokalundur, nothing more than a restaurant and a 
modern and uninspiring hotel bearing the same name (©434 7762, Wwww 
.bjarkalundur.is; sleeping-bag accommodation 2200kr, breakfast 950kr extra, 
©), where they have clean but plain doubles. The campsite at the hotel charges 
1000kr per tent and has new toilet and shower facilities. Roughly 1km east of 
the hotel, a four-wheel-drive track marks the beginning of a trail (7km) lead- 
ing to the twin peaks of Vadalfjoll, an extinct volcano whose outer layers have 
eroded away, leaving just a bare chimney from where there are fantastic views 
out over the fjords and islands of Breidafjordur.To return to Byarkalundur, head 
southwest from the mountains to the old road that leads down to Kinnarstadir 
farm, from where it’s a couple of kilometres east along Route 60 to the hotel. 

Moving on, there are two weekly buses each way to Reykholar and 
Reykjavik, but none further into the West Fjords. With your own transport, 
aside from the main roads, you can also head northeast to Hélmavik and the 
Strandir coast (see p.222): both roads here are unsealed, rough and contain 
steep stretches, though are usually feasible in conventional cars throughout the 
summer. The better one is Route 605, which starts 17km south of Bjarkalundur 
down Route 60; the worse is Route 608, just 8km north of town. 


Reykholar 


From Byarkalundur, Route 607 and the bus from Reykjavik run 15km south to 
REYKHOLAR, a farming settlement home to just 120 people with attractive 
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views out over Breidafjordur to the Reykjanes peninsula. Although Reykholar’s 
history can be traced back to the time of the sagas, there’s little reminder today 
of the village’s wealthy past, when it was considered to have some of the best 
farmland in all of Iceland; the village once made a handsome profit from sell- 
ing the wheat grown on the three hundred or so offshore islands hereabouts 
and the surrounding areas on the mainland. It is one of the few places in the 
West Fjords to have a ready supply of geothermal energy, which today has 
been harnessed and provides the village with its main source of activity — the 
ugly P6rungaverksmidja algae plant, located a couple of kilometres south of the 
village, that extracts minerals from seaweed to make toothpaste, soap and hand- 
cream. There’s little to do in the village except enjoy a relaxing dip in the warm 
waters of the outdoor swimming pool, which also has two hot pots. 


Practicalities 
The tourist information office (mid-June to mid-Aug daily 10am—noon and 
2—6pm; © 434 7830), located between the guesthouse and the filling station, is 
friendly but understandably has few suggestions on how to fill your time in 
this remote corner of the country. The filling station itself is open Mon-Fri 
10am—6pm and Sat 1—6pm — outside these hours you'll have to use a credit card 
or fuel card in the automatic pumps. Reykhdlar’s only accommodation is 
the small and pleasant Alftaland youth hostel (®434 7878, © reykholar@hostel 
is; sleeping bag 2000kr ©), on the only main road, Hellisbraut, at the entrance 
to Reykholar. The campsite can be found at the opposite end of the village 
next to the swimming pool; it costs 600kr to pitch a tent, and there are toilets, 
running water and showers. Food is available at the Arnholl store at the Esso 
filling station, which also serves as the bus terminal. 

Twice-weekly buses run year-round from Rekholar to Reykjavik via 
Bjarkalundur. 


Holmavik and the Strandir coast 


From Brut in the south to Nordéurfjérdur in the north, the lonely 220km of the 
Strandir coast form the West Fjords’ easternmost extremities and one of the 
least-visited corners of Iceland - if you’re looking to get off the beaten track, 
this is the place to come. 

The main entry point, and the region’s only substantial settlement, is Holmavik, 
accessed along Route 61 from either Isafjérdur or the Ringroad at Bri — buses 
run this route three times a week in summer. North of here, the land is rugged, 
with snow-capped mountains and deeply indented fjords, the setting for some of 
the country’s most isolated communities, dependent on fishing and sheep farming 
for their existence. The only thoroughfare, the 80km-long Route 643, is always 
in poor condition, prone to landslips and impassable from autumn’s first snows 
until road maintainance crews break through again in late spring. There’s no 
public transport, but it’s worth making every effort to drive this earth road to 
really experience the wild and pioneering spirit of Iceland, notably at Djupavik, 
a former herring-fishing village, now all but abandoned, and home to one of 
the West Fjords’ most welcoming hotels. Beyond here, the road battles on north 
towards Iceland’s most remote airport, Gjégur, handy for reaching this forgot- 
ten corner of the country, and finally Nordéurfjordéur, where it finally expires, 
marking the jumping-off point for ambitious overland treks north towards the 
uninhabited wilds of Hornstrandir (see p.210 for walking route). 


Hoimavik 


A thriving fishing village on the southern shore of Steingrimsfj6rdur with 
a population of around 380, HOLMAVIK was granted municipal status in 
1890 but only really began to grow during the twentieth century. Today life is 
centred around the natural harbour at the northern edge of the village, home 
to around a dozen fishing boats and the shrimp-processing plant, Holmadrangur 
Rekjuvinnsla, that potent symbol of economic independence in rural Iceland, 
of which locals are justifiably proud. The village economy is dependent on the 
shrimps the local boats catch — inshore in the fjords in winter, deep-sea shrimp- 
ing in summer. Holmavik also functions as a service centre for the surrounding 
sheep farms and boasts a large supermarket, two banks, a post office (Mon-Fri 
9am—4.30pm) and the West Fjords’ most offbeat exhibition, the 2 Museum of 
Sorcery and Witchcraft (Galdrasyning 4 Str6ndum; June to mid-Sept daily 
10am—6pm; W www. vestfirdir.is/galdrasyning; 500kr), located in the turf-roofed 
building behind the shrimp plant at Hofdagata 8-10. An English commentary 
available on CD guides you through the various exhibits which recount the 
occurrence of witchcraft and sorcery in this part of the country during the 
seventeenth century. The Strandir region, always one of Iceland’s most remote, 
seems to have hung onto Viking superstitions longer than elsewhere, and even 
today is reputed as the home of cunning. During the late 1600s, twenty men 
and one woman were burnt at the stake in the West Fjords for sorcery, which 
included the practice of wearing nabrok (“necropants”), a supernatural means of 
getting rich quick; having gained the permission of a living man to dig up his 
body after death, the sorcerer would skin the body from the waist down and step 
into the skin, which would become one with his own. On placing a coin in the 
dead man’s scrotum, the coin would continually draw money from other living 
people. A copy of a pair is on display in the museum, alongside other items such 
as a tree trunk with shackles and birch twigs for whipping offenders. 

Other than the museum, there are no sights to speak of, though sooner or later 
you'll undoubtedly come across the oldest building in the village, Riishus, on 
the main street, Hafnarbraut, which runs parallel to the fjord. Built by and named 
after a local merchant, Richard Peter Riis, the two-storey wooden structure dates 
from 1897 and now is home to the town’s only restaurant (see p.224). 


Practicalities 

Buses from the Esso filling station at the entrance to the village link Holmavik 
with Reykjavik and Isafj6rdur three times a week between June and Septem- 
ber; for Akureyri, catch connecting services at Bru. The tourist information 
office (June—Aug daily 10am—6pm; © 451 3111, Wwww.holmavik.is) is located 
at the entrance to the village, opposite the supermarket and the filling station, 
and also has Internet access (250kr for 30min). The new swimming pool is 
next to the campsite, with two hot pots. 

Accommodation is available at a wonderfully located, nameless guesthouse 
(D451 3136, ©451 3413; sleeping-bag accommodation 2200kr, @), that 
overlooks the harbour and the snow-covered mountains on the opposite side 
of the fjord. It’s up on a hill at Borgarbraut 4 — from the tourist office, follow 
the main road into town and you'll find Borgarbraut running parallel with the 
northern end of Hafnarbraut. It has self-catering facilities and TV, though there’s 
no breakfast served and the old couple who run the place don’t speak English. 
The campsite is located at the entrance to the village next to the tourist office 
and charges 500kr per person; showers and toilets are available in the building 
housing the tourist office. 
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The best place to eat is the trendy Café Riis, at Hafnarbraut 39, whose inte- 
rior is full of black-and-white photographs of Holmavik’s fishing past. Fish of 
the day costs 1800kr; pan-fried trout with almonds and prawns is 1950kr; and 
the tasty pan-fried puffin breast in blueberry sauce is exceptionally good value 
at 1950kr. During the day, this place serves up delicious cakes, muffins and 
brownies for 400kr. For cheap eats such as burgers and sandwiches, there’s a 
small snack-bar inside the filling station. 


To Strandir: Laugarholl and Drangsnes 


Eleven kilometres north of Holmavik, Route 643 begins its journey 
along the Strandir coast. After some 15km, it passes through the hamlet of 
LAUGARHOLL, consisting of little more than a couple of farms grouped 
around a source of geothermal water, which feeds an outdoor pool and natural 
hot pot, and a hotel, the Laugarhdll (© 451 3380, © mattiWsnerpa.is; sleeping- 
bag accommodation from 2200kr, breakfast 900kr, @). Although the rooms are 
rather drab, the hotel is a great place to stay to enjoy the slow pace of life in 
rural Iceland and an early morning swim in the pool, taking in the inspiring 
views of the gentle Holsfjall mountains, which form a serene backdrop to the 
place. There’s a good hiking trail from the hotel, first going east along Route 
643 towards Nordurfjordur before heading up towards the mountains following 
the eastern bank of the Halla, beyond the small Godafoss waterfall, for Pverar- 
vatn lake. The path then descends towards Laugarholl following the Pvera river; 
ask at the hotel for the hiking guide, Génguleidir i Strandasyslu, or pick it up 
from the tourist office in Hdélmavik (see above). 

From Laugarholl, it’s 20km south on Route 645 to DRANGSNES, a tiny 
fishing village at the mouth of Steingrimsfj6rdur. There’s a fully-equipped 
campsite here (June—Sept; © 451 3207, © drangsnes@snerpa.is), as well as one 
petrol pump, one shop, a dozen or so houses and three hot pots on the seafront 
opposite the church (note the signs requiring all bathers to shower beforehand 
at the campsite). The village also overlooks the island of Grimsey, the second 
largest puffin colony in the world; you can arrange boat trips over there 
in advance with AsbjOrn Magnisson (®451 3238 or 852 2538, @sundhani 
@simnet.is). According to legend, Grimsey was formed when three night trolls 
tried to separate the West Fjords from the rest of Iceland by digging a channel 
from Hunafloi bay all the way to Breidafjordur. As the sun rose, the trolls in the 
west ran east but were turned to stone in Kollafj6rdur, whereas the troll in the 
north jumped over Streingrimsfjordur, landing on a rocky peninsula where she 
had left her ox. In anger she threw down her shovel, breaking off part of the 
cliff, and creating Grimsey. Locals maintain she, too, was turned to stone, and 
indeed, a tall rockstack known as Kerling (The Old Woman), stands down by 
the harbour in Grimsey looking out at her island and her ox, just off Grimsey’s 
northern promontory. 


Djupavik 
North of Laugarholl, Route 643 cuts into one of the remotest corners of 
Europe, where towering rock buttresses plunge precipitously into the icy sea 
and the coastline is strewn with vast expanses of driftwood that originated 
on the other side of the Arctic Ocean, in Russian Siberia. Tourist facilities in 
this part of the country are virtually non-existent, but the region is stunningly 
beautiful and somewhere to really experience Iceland’s rawness close-up. 

% DJUPAVIK, a village close to the head of shadowy Reykjarfjérdur, is 
dominated by the huge carcass of its old herring factory and the rusting hull 


of the 100-year-old former passenger and cargo ship Sudurland, another victim 
of the West Fjords weather. When the herring industry was at its height in the 
mid-1940s, several hundred people lived in this remote outpost, women salting 
the fish, men turning the remains into animal meal and oil. The factory went 
bankrupt in 1955 following a disastrous collapse in fish catches, but the enor- 
mous costs involved in demolishing the building — once the largest concrete 
structure in Europe — means that its hulking hollow shell remains, reminiscent 
of a Hollywood film set. 

Despite the evident failure of the herring adventure, there’s an endearing 
air to diminutive Djtpavik, consisting of just seven houses, a petrol pump and 
one of Iceland’s most charming hotels, Hotel Djupavik (© 451 4037, Wwww 
.djupavik.com; sleeping-bag accommodation 2200kr, @, breakfast 850kr 
extra, dinner around 1800kr). A former hostel for the women who worked 
on the dockside and in the factory, this remote retreat has rooms (all with 
shared facilities) at the front overlooking the fjord (dolphins are sometimes 
spotted from the hotel), while those at the rear have views of Haafell (791m), 
which bears down on the tiny hamlet. In a separate building there are also a 
number of simple rooms (sleeping-bag accommodation 2200kr) that share a 
kitchen. The only way other than driving of reaching the hotel is by flying 
to Gjégur (see below); the hotel will pick you up from the airport by snow- 
mobile if the weather demands, otherwise more conventionally by car, for 
around 1000kr. The hotel now owns the herring plant and runs tours inside 
(JJune-Aug daily at 2pm), which include access to S6gusyning Djupavikur 
(Historical Exhibition of Djupavik; 500kr) containing evocative black-and- 
white photographs from the herring years. 


Norourfjorour 


Fifteen kilometres up the coast from Djupavik, you pass tiny Gjogur airport 
(W www.airiceland.is for fares and schedule), from where it’s a further 
thirteen kilometres to the end of the road at % NORDURFJORDUR, 
one of Iceland’s last places. Occupying a stunning position amid fertile 
farmland at the head of the fjord of the same name, the village is dominated 
by the mountain Krossnesfjall (646m) to the east. One of the country’s most 
dramatically situated swimming pools, Krossneslaug, is just 4km northeast 
of the village, north of the farm at Krossnes. Here, natural springs provide 
a continuous source of hot water to feed the open-air pool down on the 
pebble beach, whose walls are barely a couple of metres from the icy waters 
of the Atlantic; a swim here is one of the most memorable experiences 
Iceland has to offer. 

Nordurfjordur is also an access point for Hornstrandir; you can either 
hike in, or book in advance the ferry operated by Freydis (©852 9367 or 
852 8267, © freydis@freydis.is), which travels northwards up the Strandir 
coast to Hornvik via Reykjarfjordur. From Hornvik, you can hike around 
Hornstrandir and then catch a ferry to Isafjordur; see pp.207—210 for more 
about Hornstrandir. 

Nordurfj6rdur’s accommodation prospects include the Valgeirsstadir hostel 
run by Ferdafélag Island (© 451 4017 or 568 2533, @www-fi.is; 2000kr), with 
an adjoining tiny campsite (600kr; shared facilities with the hostel), and the 
nearby Bergistangi guesthouse (©451 4003 or 451 5060, ©arneshreppur 
@simnet.is; sleeping bag 2200kr). On the northern shore of the fjord by the 
harbour there’s a small food store selling a limited range of fruit and vegetables, 
and a petrol pump. 
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Travel details 


: (3 weekly; 2hr 30min). 

: Patreksfjdrdur to: Brjanslzekur (3 weekly; thr); 

: (safjérdur (3 weekly; 4hr); Latraberg (3 weekly; 1hr). 
: Reykhdlar to: Akranes (2 weekly; 3hr 30min); 
 Bifrést (2 weekly; 2hr 30min); Bjarkalundur 

: (2 weekly; 30min); Borgarnes (2 weekly; 3hr); 

: Budardalur (2 weekly; 1hr 30min); Reykjavik 

: (2 weekly; 4hr 30min). 


Brjanslzkur to: Flatey (2 daily; 1hr 15min); 
> Stykkishélmur (2 daily; 3hr). 


: Bildudalur to: Reykjavik (1 daily; 50min). 


: Gjogur to: Reykjavik (2 weekly; 50min). 
: {safjGrdur to: Reykjavik (2 daily; 40min). 


Note that the following long-distance West Fjords 
buses only operate through the summer. For local 
services, see main text. 

Bjarkalundur to: Akranes (2 weekly; 3hr); Bifrdst 
(2 weekly; 2hr); Borgarnes (2 weekly; 2hr 30min); 
Budardalur (2 weekly; 1hr); Reykjavik (2 weekly; 
Ahr); Reykholar (2 weekly; 30min). 

Brjansleekur to: {safjrdur (3 weekly; 2hr); 
Latrabjarg (3 weekly; 2hr). 

Holmavik to: Akureyri (3 weekly; 3hr 30min); Bru 
(3 weekly; 2hr 15min); isafjoréur (3 weekly; 3hr 
40min); Reykjavik (3 weekly; 4hr). 

isafjérdur to: Akureyri (3 weekly; 12hr 45min); 
Bru (3 weekly; 9hr); Brjanslaekur (3 weekly; 3hr); 
Holmavik (3 weekly; 4hr); Hrafnseyri (3 weekly; 
2hr); Latrabjarg (3 weekly; 4hr 40min); Patreks- 
fjordur (3 weekly; 3hr 40min); Reykjavik (3 weekly; 
11hr); Pingeyri (3 weekly; 1hr 30min). 


Latrabjarg to: Brjansleekur (3 weekly; 3hr 30min); 
isafjérdur (3 weekly; 5hr 30min); PatreksfjGrdur 
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CHAPTER 5 


* Pingeyrakirkja, Pingeyrar 


One of Iceland’s most spec- 
tacular church interiors, 
Pingeyrar’s church boasts an 
intricate wooden pulpit from 
the late 1600s. See p.233 


Skagi peninsula, Skagafj6réur 
Witness the austere beauty of 
one of Iceland’s most exposed 
coastlines and gain instant 
respect for the hardy people 
who live here. See p.235 


Swimming in Grettislaug pool, 
Reykjastrond Follow in the 
footsteps of saga hero Grettir 
and bathe in this geothermally 
heated hot pot on the shores of 
Skagafj6réur. See p.240 


Herring museum, 
Siglufj6rdur One of the north- 
west’s best museums, this is 
the place to get to grips with 
Icelanders’ fascination with 
fish. See p.242 
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Highlights 


Botanical Garden, Akureyri 
Seemingly defying the northerly 
latitude, this delightful garden 
is awash with colour during the 
short summer months contain- 
ing an example of virtually 
every Icelandic flower, shrub 
and moss. See p.248 


Ptarmigan spotting, Hrisey In 
summer dozens of these plump 
game birds waddle through 
Hrisey’s main village with their 
offspring in tow. See p.253 


Hiking in | Fjdrdéum Hike 
through uninhabited valleys 
and mountain passes, all 
within easy striking distance of 
Akureyri. See p.257 


Crossing the Arctic Circle, 
Grimsey Crossing the magic 
line gives a real sense of 
achievement, and Grimsey is 
one of the best places to see 
the Midnight Sun. See p.259 


 Pingeyrakirkja 


Northwest Iceland 


ompared with the neighbouring West Fjords, the scenery of Northwest 

Iceland is much gentler and less forbidding — undulating meadows 

dotted with isolated barns and farmhouses are the norm here, rather 

than twisting fjords, though there are still plenty of impressive moun- 
tains to provide a satisfying backdrop to the whole coastline. However, what 
makes this section of the country stand out is the location of two of Iceland’s 
great historical sites. Entering the region at the tiny service centre of Bru, 
strategically located where Route 61 from the West Fjords meets the Ringroad, 
it’s a short drive to bingeyrar, once the location for an ancient assembly and 
monastery where monks compiled some of Iceland’s most outstanding pieces 
of medieval literature. As the Ringroad heads northeast from here on its way to 
Akureyri, it passes through some of Iceland’s most sparsely populated areas and 
Bl6ndu6s, an unprepossessing service centre for the surrounding farms and 
hamlets. The village is, however, the starting point for a worthwhile trip round 
the Skagi peninsula along Route 745, one of the northwest’s most enchant- 
ing stretches of wilderness coastline and barren moorland. The best place to 
break the long journey along the north coast is the likeable Saudarkrékur, 
enlivened by stunning sea views out over Skagafjordéur and Drangey island, 
once home to saga hero Grettir, who bathed here in the nearby natural hot 
pool now named after him. Just half an hour’s drive away is the north’s second 
great historical site, Holar i Hjaltadal, which functioned as the ecumeni- 
cal and educational centre of the north of the country between the twelfth 
century and the Reformation.A further detour up Route 76, via the Icelandic 
emigration centre at Hofsos, brings you to the fishing village of Siglufjoréur. 
Hemmed in on three sides by sheer rock walls, the village more than repays the 
effort of getting there and is especially worth a visit if you’ve not managed to 
make it to the West Fjords since the surrounding scenery 1s, unusually for the 
north coast, almost identical. 

Slicing deep into the coastline of this part of northern Iceland, Eyjafjordur, 
or Island Fjord, is named after the island of Hrisey at its mouth, renowned for 
its rich birdlife. Bordered by flat-topped perpetually snow-covered mountains, 
EyjafjoOrdur is the country’s longest fjord and has for centuries been Akureyri’s 
window on the world as ships sailed its length to deliver their goods to the 
largest market in northern Iceland. Today, though, fisheries have taken over as 
the town’s economic mainstay, profiting from the rich fishing grounds found 
offshore. With a population of fifteen thousand making it the largest town 
outside the Reykjavik area, not only does Akureyri boast a stunning setting at 
the head of the fjord, Eyjafjordur, but it’s also blessed with some of the warmest 
and most stable weather anywhere in the country, a perfect complement to 
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the long white nights of summer. Between June and August temperatures can 
reach 20°C hereabouts, really quite warm for somewhere just 100km south of 
the Arctic Circle, much to the joy of the locals who’re quick to point out 
how sunny Akureyri is compared to windswept and rainy Reykjavik. Indeed, 
there’s great rivalry between the two places and although the “Capital of the 
North”, as Akureyri is often known, can’t compete with Reykjavik’s eclectic 
bar, restaurant and nightlife scene, the town’s pleasant streets are full of shops 
and services, with the raw beauty of the surrounding countryside barely a ten- 
minute drive from the centre. 

The fishing villages of Dalvik, with ferry connections across to Hrisey, and 
Olafsfjérdur, close to the mouth of Eyjafjordur, both make excellent day- 
trips once you've exhausted Akureyri; Route 82 between the two villages hugs 
the shore of the fjord and offers spectacular views across the chilly water to 
the rugged peaks of Latrastr6nd, the fjord’s deserted northeastern tip, where 
there’s some good wilderness hiking. Just forty kilometres north of the main- 
land, the beautiful island of Grimsey is a must for anyone visiting this part of 
the country; bisected by the Arctic Circle, this rocky island is a springy carpet 
of moor and grassland bursting with flowering plants, its cliffs and skies alive 
with around sixty different species of screeching birds, many of which consider 
you an unwelcome intruder. If you haven’t yet been attacked by an Arctic tern, 
you will be here — they even divebomb visitors as they board the plane back 
to the mainland. 

Buses between Reykjavik and Akureyri run through the region year-round 
along the Ringroad; if you’re arriving from the West Fjords, you'll need to 
change buses at Bru. You can also enter the area direct from Gullfoss in south- 
western Iceland along the Kjélur route through the Interior, which lands you 
on the Ringroad around halfway between Brt and Akureyri. This summer-only 
road is open to conventional cars (with care) and is covered by daily buses; see 
p.337 for more about the route. Once here, there are local bus routes from the 
Ringroad town of Varmahliéd to Saudarkrékur, and from there to Siglufjordur; 
as well as from Akureyri northwest to Dalvik and Olafsfjérdur. 


From Bru to Akureyri 


The 230km-long stretch of the Ringroad between Bru and Akureyri is one 
of its least interesting, and many travellers speed through it as quickly as possi- 
ble. But while the Ringroad itself holds few attractions, it is worth detouring 
off it: highlights include the Vatnsnes peninsula, where there’s a good chance 
of seeing seals; the north’s great historical sites of bingeyrar and Holar i 
Hjaltadal; and two fine examples of small town Iceland, Saudarkrokur and 
Siglufjorour. 

Travelling by bus, it’s almost impossible to avoid spending some time at the 
tiny staging post of BRU, some 120km from Hélmavik in the West Fjords, 
85km from Borgarnes on the west coast and 38km from easterly Hvammstangi, 
the nearest settlements of any size. Bri began life in the 1950s as little more 
than a telephone exchange, post office and a bridge (bri in Icelandic) over 
the Hrutafjardara, which flows into Hrutafjordur fford on Hunafloi bay. Today 
the post office has been downgraded to a postbox and the only other signs of 
life here belong to the Esso filling station (with an ATM), busy with travellers 
taking a break at the Veitingaskdlinn restaurant inside or waiting for an onward 
bus connection. 


Hvammstangi and the Vatnsnes peninsula 


About 30km northeast of Bru, the eastern shore of Midfj6rdur fjord is the 
setting for the only town in the area, HVAMMSTANGI, although “town” 
is something of a misnomer since only six hundred people live here. Just 6km 
north of the Ringroad along Route 72 (buses pull in here on request), the place 
survives on shrimp fishing, and a couple of brightly coloured fishing vessels are 
often moored in the tiny harbour, right by the one and only main road which 
cuts through the handful of suburban houses that pass as the town centre. 

From Hvammstangi, you’ll need your own transport to follow Route 711 
as it heads northeast around the Vatnsnes peninsula, a wild and uninhabited 
finger of land on the eastern side of Hunafloi known for its superb views out 
over the bay towards the needle-sharp peaks of the Strandir coast in the West 
Fjords (see p.222). While ascending tiers of craggy, inaccessible hills form the 
spine of the peninsula, the land closer to the shore is surprisingly green and 
is given over to grazing land for horses; you’ll also spot flocks of greylag 
geese. At Hindisvik, at the head of the promontory, there’s a seal-breeding 
ground, where many of the creatures and their young can be seen lolling idly 
on the low rocks during June and July. Around the headland, on the more 
sheltered eastern side of Vatnsnes, the fifteen-metre-high high rock formation, 
Hvitserkur, is a striking landmark. Sculpted by the tremendous force of the 
sea, this craggy rock, just off the coast, looks like a forbidding prehistoric 
monster rearing up from the waves. Opposite, the friendly youth hostel Osar 
(May—Oct; ©451 2678 or 862 2778, ©osar@hostel.is; 1950kr per person, 
bed linen 600kr extra), set on a farm, is worth seeking out for its peaceful 
surroundings and undisturbed views of mountains and ocean across to the 
rugged coastline of the Skagi peninusula, which marks the eastern edge of 
Hunafloi bay. If you call ahead, the owners of the youth hostel will pick you 
up from the Ringroad or from Hvammstangi. 


Pingeyrar 
As it heads southwards down the eastern shore of Vatnsnes, Route 711 rejoins 
the Ringroad in Vididalur, one of the area’s most populated valleys and dotted 
with some beautifully located farms, most notably Audunarstadir (between 
the junctions of Routes 711 and 716 with the Ringroad), named after the 
evidently well-endowed settler Audun Skokull (Horse’s Phallus), to whom 
the British royals can trace their family line. The breathtaking backdrop of 
the brown and green hues of Vididalsfjall mountain (993m) forms the eastern 
side of the valley through which one of the northwest’s best salmon rivers, the 
lengthy Vididalsa, flows from its source at Storisandur in the Interior. 
However, it’s not for the scenery that this part of the country is best known, 
since it’s also the location of the ancient site of Pingeyrar, which lies just 6km 
north of the Ringroad along Route 721. If you don’t have your own transport, 
it’s a straightforward walk, despite the distance. This was originally the site of 
a legislative assembly during the Icelandic Commonwealth (see “Contexts”, 
p.346), and the first Bishop of Hélar, Jon Ogmundarson, pledged to build a 
church and an associated farm here if God were to relieve a severe local famine. 
When the land began to regain its productivity, the bishop took things one 
step further and established Iceland’s first monastery, Pingeyraklaustur, here 
in 1133, which remained in existence up until the Reformation in 1550. The 
monks went on to copy and transcribe some of the country’s most outstanding 
pieces of medieval literature, and it was on this spot that many of the sagas were 
first written down for posterity. 
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There’s nothing left of the monastery, but a superb nineteenth-century 
church, 4% bingeyrakirkja, now stands adjacent to where the monks once 
lived and worked. Constructed of large blocks of basalt, brought here on sledges 
dragged across the nearby frozen lagoon of Hop, the church was the first build- 
ing on the site to be made of stone — all previous structures had been of turf 
— and it brought much admiration from local worthies. Although its grey mass 
is indeed an impressive sight, clearly visible from miles around, it’s the interior 
that really makes a trip here worthwhile, with its stark white walls setting off 
the blue ceiling, painted with a thousand golden stars, and simple green pews. 
The wooden pulpit dates from 1696 and is thought to come from Denmark or 
Holland, whereas the altarpiece, inset with religious figures made of alabaster, 
dates from the fifteenth century and was originally made in the English town 
of Nottingham for the monastery here. The wooden figures of Christ and the 
twelve apostles lining the balcony were made in 1983 to replace the original 
statues from Germany, which are now in the National Museum in Reykjavik 
(see p.77). The church is open from July to September; at other times call in at 
the adjacent horse farm, bingeyrar, where the keys are kept. 


Bionduces 


Clustered around the turn-off to Route 721 for bingeyrar, the extensive area 
of small hillocks known as Vatnsdalsholar is leftover debris from a massive 
landslide from the Vatnsdalsfjall mountains west of the Hop lagoon. These coni- 
cal shaped hills cover a total area of around four square kilometres and are so 
numerous that they have become one of Iceland’s three “uncountables”’: the 
other two are the islands of Breidafj6rdur and the lakes of Arnarvatnsheidéi 
moors near Husafell. One of the hillocks, Pristapar, has gone down in history 
as the location for Iceland’s last beheading, when a couple were executed on it 
in 1830 for a double murder. 

From the Vatnsdalsholar, it’s a further 19km along the Ringroad to BLON- 
DUOS (84km from Bru), the focal point of Hunafléi bay, with a huge hospital 
and its modern, multicoloured houses grouped on either side of one of Iceland’s 
longest rivers, the glacial Blanda. Without a good harbour the town is merely 
a service centre for the locality, pasteurising milk from the surrounding farms, 
although forestry reasearch on the island of Hrtttey near the campsite does play 
some part in the local economy. The centre, consisting of a handful of unevent- 
ful suburban streets and the odd shop, straddles both banks of the river, accessed 
from the Ringroad by the roads of Bléndubygg6é on the southern side and 
Hiunabraut on the northern shore. 

There’s little reason to stop here, as the town’s main attraction, its astonish- 
ingly ugly concrete church, can be seen from the Ringroad anyway. Designed 
to resemble a volcanic crater, the church sits opposite the tourist office atop a 
small hill overlooking the town and its charmless grey walls therefore dominate 
almost any view of Blonduos. The interior is equally austere, with unadorned 
walls of concrete and excellent acoustics — if the church is locked ask at the 
tourist office for the key. Otherwise, the only other thing to detain you in town 
itself — and frankly it’s not going to be the highlight of your trip to Iceland 
— is the Heimilisidnadarsafnid, the Museum of Handicrafts (late June to late 
Aug daily 2-5pm; ©452 4067; 450kr) at Arbraut 7, reached by walking along 
Hiunabraut towards the sea, then turning left into Arbraut and continuing to 
its end. The collection here was assembled by Halldora Bjarnardottir, one of 
the country’s leading women’s rights campaigners. Part of Halldora’s platform 
was the elevation of domestic crafts like knitting and weaving to the status of 


art — an aim, however, that seems hard to justify when looking at the exhibits. 
Halldora was also one of the longest-lived Icelanders ever known — 108 years 
old when she died in 1981. 

Blonduos, however, makes a great base from which to explore the waters of 
Hunafloi, renowned for its rich variety of wildlife: seal and birdwatching 
tours (© 452 4678 or 864 4823, Wwww..islandia.is/selir, 4200kr) lasting around 
two hours leave twice daily (10am & 9pm) from the harbour between mid-June 
and mid-August. Generally, the boat, Kopur HU, sails north towards Skagastr6nd 
before returning via the island of Eyjarey offering plentiful opportunities to 
spot puffins, eider ducks, seals and, if you’re lucky, whales as well. 


Bilonduos practicalities 
All buses from Reykjavik via Borgarnes and Bru to Akureyri stop at the Esso 
filling station. The indoor pool (June—Aug Mon-Fri 8am—9pm, Sat & Sun 
9am—5pm; Sept—May Tues—Thurs 3—8pm, Sat 10am—4pm), with its outdoor hot 
pot, can be found off Hunabraut down from the church. The tourist informa- 
tion office (early June to late Aug daily 9am—noon & 1-9pm; ©452 4520, 
W www.northwest.is) is on the northern side of the river on the main street, just 
over the bridge. There’s accommodation at the bland Hotel Blénduds Gladheimar, 
Adalgata 6 (452 4403 or 898 1832, ®www.gladheimar.is; @), who also run a 
better-value guesthouse with well-equipped kitchen (same contact details; @) and 
rent out the wooden cabins (5000—11,000kr) located next to the tourist office 
and overlooking the river; each sleeps up to eight, is complete with kitchen and 
shower and most also have their own outdoor Jacuzzi on the terrace. Alternatively, 
there’s the campsite (June—Sept; ® 452 4520), next to the tourist information. 
Eating options in Blondués are poor, with the best choice being the homely 
and bright blue Vid Arbakkann café-bar, at the corner of Hunabraut and 
Holtabraut, which serves up tasty toasted sandwiches (480kr), soups and salads 
(650kr), and good-value smoked salmon (1100kr); coffee here is 250kr, a beer 
is 700kr. The only other options are greasy burgers, chips and pizzas from the 
Esso filling station, opposite the tourist office, or run-of-the-mill fish dishes at 
the hotel. The vinbud JJune—Aug Mon-Thurs 1 1am—6pm, Fri 11am—7pm, Sat 
11am—2pm; Sept-May Mon-Thurs 1—-6pm, Fri 11am—7pm; ©452 4501) is at 
Adalgata 8, next to the hotel. 


The Skagi peninsula 


Barely a kilometre or so outside Blonduos, where the Ringroad swings sharply 
inland to follow the course of Langidalur valley towards Varmahlid, Route 74 
(no public transport beyond Skagastrond) strikes off north for the Skagi penin- 
sula, a tooth-shaped chunk of land that forms the eastern side of Hunafldi bay. 
After 23km the road comes to the peninsula’s only centre of habitation (barely 
610 people live here), SKAGASTROND, a terribly ugly place dominated by 
a hulking fish factory down by the harbour and the brooding heights of the 
Spakonufellsborg (646m) mountain which bears down on the settlement 
from across the main road. Although trading began here centuries ago, there’s 
precious little to show for it since most buildings today date from the tasteless 
expansion of the 1940s herring boom. There’s no real reason to tarry, and it’s 
a much better idea to press on to the unspoilt nature of the peninsula beyond, 
unless you’re looking for fuel at the Esso filling station at the entrance to the 
village or a bite to eat at the log cabin Kantryber, that most curious of Icelandic 
establishments — an imitation country-and-western restaurant serving up steaks, 
burgers and fries — next door on Holanesvegur. 
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From Skagastrond, the unsurfaced Route 745 begins its circuit of the Skagi 
peninsula, a lonely uninhabited landscape of desolate rocky moorland studded 
with numerous tarns and tussocky grassland. Here and there a few fields have 
been cleared of rocks for cultivation, though the true story of the peninsula’s 
decline is told through the abandoned farms that bear silent witness to man’s 
final surrender to the unforgiving forces of nature. This finger of land is one 
of the best places in Iceland to experience nature in the raw: turn off your car 
engine, stand outside and listen to the eerie silence, disturbed only by the cries 
of thousands of seabirds, the crashing of the waves on this exposed shoreline and 
the howl of the Arctic wind. 

Although the attraction of the peninsula is primarily its barren landscapes, it’s 
worth stopping for a closer look at one or two points of interest along the way. 
On the western shore, roughly 15km north of Skagastr6nd, the ten-kilometre- 
long cliffs at Kréksbjarg and the glittering waterfall where the Fossa river 
tumbles down the cliff-face into the sea are an essential first stop. Curiously, the 
make-up of the base of the cliffs — a 15m thick layer of clay topped with 8m 
of sandstone — has reversed the magnetic polarization of this part of the coast- 
line. Beyond Kroksbjarg, the road passes several deserted farms before reaching 
the sweeping bay of Kaldranavik, at the tip of the peninsula, one of the best 
places for truly magnificent ocean vistas. Having weaved past the remote farm 
of Hraun on the northeastern extremity of the peninsula, the road finally veers 
south following the coastline of Skagafjordur fjord for the rugged sheer sea 
cliff (signed from the road) Ketubjorg, actually the remains of an old volcano, 
and the accompanying rock pillar, Kerling, just off the shore to the northeast. 
From here it’s an uneventful and easy drive on towards Saudarkrokur, routing 
to the west of the Tindastéll mountains (989m) and the turn for Route 748 to 
Grettislaug pool (see p.239). 


Varmahlidé and Glaumbezr 


Continuing east from Blonduds along the Ringroad, it’s twenty five kilometres 
to where Route 732 heads south to join the Kj6lur Route (Route 35) across 
the Interior to Gullfoss (see p.121). About the same distance again along the 
Ringroad, the minuscule settlement of VARMAHLID is of interest only as 
the junction with Route 75 heading north up to Saudarkrokur via Glaum- 
ber, and for one of Iceland’s best activity centres specializing in whitewater 
rafting. Established in 1992, A’vintdraferdir (0453 8383, Wwww.rafting.is) 
operates rafting tours (May—Sept 2-3 daily) of varying degrees of difficulty on 
the nearby rivers, Blanda, Vestari Jokulsa and Austari Jokulsa — its office is west 
of the centre, 150m off the Ringroad near the junction with Route 752. Trips 
last from four hours of relatively easy rafting (5200kr), to two days of serious 
rapid-shooting (42,000kr). 

Varmahlid’s accommodation is limited to the charmless Hotel Varmahlid 
(®453 8170 or 453 8190, © varmahlid@myvatn.is; @), or the much better- 
value Lauftun (®453 8133; @), a simple private farm, 1km or so east of 
Varmahlid on the Ringroad, just beyond the bridge over the Huseyjarkvisl 
river; it also has sleeping-bag accommodation (1800kr) and a campsite. Eating 
options are limited to the hotel restaurant or self-catering from the supermarket 
Kaupfelag Skagfirdinga at the central road junction. The swimming pool is 
up on Nordurbrtn above the hotel. All Ringroad buses between Reykjavik 
and Akureyri call at Varmahlid; change here for year-round buses to Glaumber 
and Saudarkrokur. 


Glaumbezer 

About 14km from Varmahlid up Route 75 is the immaculately preserved 
historical farm, Glaumber (June to late-Sept daily 9am—6pm; Wwww 
.skagafjordur.is; 500kr) — all buses to Saudarkrokur stop here. Though founded 
in Settlement times, Glaumbzr’s current row of wood-fronted turf-walled and 
turf-roofed dwellings date from 1750 to 1879, and were inhabited up until 
1947. With their lop-sided, hobbit-like construction (such as wooden-frame 
windows set into the grassy walls), the buildings are both charmingly rustic 
and also a powerful reminder of the impoverished lifestyle many people led in 
Iceland during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

The adjacent timber building houses the Skagafjordur folk museum (same 
hours and ticket), with a collection of rustic implements once used on the farm, 
from spinning-wheels to brightly painted clothes chests. Not only does the 
farm demonstrate centuries-old Icelandic building techniques, it’s also where 
Snorri Porfinsson, the first American born of European parents (in 1003) is 
buried; Snorri came to Iceland with his parents and lived out his life on the 
farm here. A simple statue of Snorri and his mother, Gudridur Porbjar- 
nardéttir (see Hellnar, p.191), by sculptor Asmundur Sveinsson stands in the 
graveyard next to the church. 


Saudark ‘and aroun 


Set at the base of tie iced north-facing Skagaf 6rdur, 25km north of Varmahlid, 
SAUDARKROKUR is the second-largest town on the northern Icelandic 
coast, with a population of 2610. It’s a likeable spot and the only place herea- 
bouts where you'll find signs of life in the streets on summer evenings. While 
the town’s centre takes no longer than an hour or so to see, its main attractions 
are the boat trips to the nearby island of Drangey and a dip in Grettislaug hot 
pool, both connected to Iceland’s classic outlaw tale, Grettir’s Saga. 


A Glaumbeer 
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Arrival, information and accommodation 

Buses operate all year between Varmahlid and Saudarkrokur, stopping at the 
Haraldar Juliussonar filling station, at Adalgata 22. Between May and Septem- 
ber, buses also run daily except Saturday from Saudarkrokur to Siglufj6réur, 
jumping-off point for some great hikes (see p.243). Drivers planning to get 
here via Route 744, the apparent shortcut from Blonduods up over Pverarfjall 
mountain, should check before setting out since the road can close with even 
the lightest snowfall. 

Saudarkrokur’s tourist information office (June—Aug daily 8am—10pm; 
®453 6717) is inside the Fosshétel Aning (see below) at Skagfirdingabraut 21. 
For Internet access, try the library inside the ate il building in Faxatorg 
square, opposite the Shell station, on Skagfirdingabraut. 

Curiously, for such an off-the-beaten-track provincial town, Saudarkrokur 
boasts one of Iceland’s most charismatic hotels, the % Hotel Tindastoll 
(© 453 5002, Wwww.hoteltindastoll.com; @), an elegant 1820s listed timber 
building that oozes old-fashioned charm at every turn. Marlene Dietrich 
stayed here during World War II, while entertaining British troops stationed 
in the area, and the room she stayed in— the Gudridur Porbjarnardottir suite — is 
reputedly haunted, often smelling of cigar smoke although it’s a no-smoking 
room. Each of the ten low-ceilinged rooms has original wooden floors, 
beams and an Internet point for laptop connection. There’s even a copy of 
Grettislaug (see opposite) at the back of the hotel. Less extravagant is the 
Mikligardur guesthouse, opposite the church at Kirkjutorg 3 (0453 6880, 
© gistiheimilid55@simnet.is; sleeping-bag accommodation 2200kr, @), a 
pretty house with a white balcony and small but perfectly adequate rooms. 
Alternatively, the Fosshotel Aning June—Aug; © 453 6717, Wwww.fosshotel.is; 
© with shared facilities, @ with bath), opposite the hospital at Skagfirdinga- 
braut 21, is based in the local boarding school, with numerous box-like rooms. 
The campsite (©453 8860) is on Skagfirdingabraut, next to the swimming 
pool, at the southern end of the town. 


The Town 

Occupying a triangle of suburban streets bordered by fjordside Strandvegur, 
Hegrabraut and Skagfirdingabraut, Saudarkrokur’s brightly painted houses 
and wide open spaces, with views of the bustling harbour on the edge of its 
centre, lend a pioneering edge to the town. Although there are few sights to 
speak of, wandering around the streets is a pleasant enough way to pass an 
hour or two — there’s no set route to take, but sooner or later you’ll wind up 
on the main street, Adalgata, which is home to shops, restaurants and accom- 
modation. Here, Saudarkrokskirkja, an impressive wooden church from 
1892 standing amid an area of residential homes and commercial premises, 
is worth a look for its fourteen highly unusual stained-glass windows. The 
futuristic patterns on the centre panes portray a variety of scenes from the 
Crucifixion to the Holy Trinity — although to the untrained eye, they’re 
perhaps not immediately obvious. 

On a rainy day, you may be tempted by the collection of old photos at the 
Minjahusio, or history museum, at Adalgata 16 (© 453 6870; 400kr). Much 
better, however, is the stroll down Adalgata (which becomes Eyrarvegur), past 
the harbour to a lorry park and the vast collection of dried fish racks just 
beyond where the stench can be quite overpowering. Here row upon row of 
wooden frames have been erected and draped in several hundred thousand 
fish heads and bodies — all awaiting export to various African countries where 
wind-dried Icelandic fish is considered a delicacy. 


Eating and drinking 

Saudarkrokur’s few places to eat and drink are all located in the centre of 
town along Adalgata. Kaffi Krokur, at Adalgata 16, is the place to meet the locals 
over a beer (700kr) and sample good Icelandic and international cuisine, with 
chicken fajitas and baked salmon for 2500kr, pasta dishes from 1700kr and 
burgers from 1010kr. Opposite, at Adalgata 15, a bright blue wooden building 
houses the Olafshus restaurant, which also serves fish but at more reasonable 
prices — fish of the day is 1600kr, with most of the other mains around 2200kr. 
For a drink and a dance, most young people gravitate towards the Sportbar, 
Adalgata 7; the dancefloor is upstairs and they have occasional live music. Alter- 
natively buy your own at the vinbiid at Smaragrund 2 (Mon-Thurs 11am—6pm, 
Fri 11am—7pm, Sat 11am—2pm). 


Drangey 

Boat trips, operated by Fagranes-Drangey Tours (May—Aug daily at 10am; 5hr; 
5000kr; © 453 6503 or 846 8150, © Fagri@simnet.is; bookings necessary, min 
6 passengers), leave from the harbour off Eyrarvegur for the steep-sided, flat- 
topped island of 2% Drangey, which resembles an arrow pointing north. This 
is undoubtedly one of the best tours in northern Iceland, with an unbeatable 
combination of birdlife and history — although it’s not one for the faint-hearted 
given the steep climb required once ashore and several dizzying drops. 

Although the island is now a bird sanctuary where kittiwakes, puffins and guil- 
lemots can be seen in abundance, it was once the hideout of Grettir the Strong, 
or Grettir Asmundarson, hero of Gyrettir’s Saga. This is Iceland’s great outlaw 
story, about a man who is born out of his time: Grettir has the wild spirit of 
a Viking, but lives a generation after the country’s conversion to Christianity. 
Outlawed for three years in his youth for killing a man, Grettir spends the rest 
of his life performing great deeds — often for the benefit of others — yet some- 
thing bad always seems to result from his actions, isolating him from his fellow 
men and eventually forcing him into perpetual banditry. In the end, he and his 
brother Illugi settle on Drangey, living off sheep left here by local farmers. Yet 
even as he is granted a pardon at the AlPing for his past crimes, Grettir is hunted 
down by his enemies and finally killed after three years on the island. 

From the boat moorings a narrow winding path streaks steeply up the island’s 
rocky cliffs to the grassy meadow at the summit of this 180m high plug of 
palagonite rock. The deep hollow in the turf here, where the bedrock shows 
through, is where Grettir once lived, with a lookout to the west. The island’s 
northern summit is accessible only by climbing a rusty ladder, erected by 
local bird hunters, which overhangs an area of crumbling rock — definitely not 
one to attempt if you’re afraid of heights. Incidentally, for fresh water Grettir 
depended on a spring virtually hidden under a steep rock overhang on the 
island’s southern cliff. Even today, the only way to reach the source is to clamber 
hand over hand down a knotted rope, trying not to look down at the 500m 
sheer drop beneath. 


Grettislaug 

The stretch of bitterly cold sea between the island and the Reykjastrond coast- 
line to the southwest is known as Grettir’s Swim, which the outlaw reputedly 
swam across to fetch the glowing embers he’d spotted on the mainland after his 
own fire has gone out; its 7.5km are still sometimes swum for sport despite the 
water temperature in summer barely rising above 9°C. However, if the bawdy 
humour of the sagas is anything to go by, this feat certainly takes its toll, even 
on Viking superheroes; according to Grettir’s Saga two young women, finding 
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Grettir lying naked on the ground numb after his swim through the freezing 
waters, declare “he is certainly big enough in the chest but it seems very odd 
how small he is farther down. That part of him isn’t up to the rest of him”; to 
which Grettir retorts “the wench has complained that my penis is small and the 
boastful slut may well be right. But a small one can grow and I’m still a young 
man, so wait until I get into action, my lass.” 

Indeed, to revive himself after the swim, Grettir jumped into a hot pool now 
known as 2% Grettislaug and located at the abandoned farm of Reykir. This is 
reached along the very bumpy twenty-kilometre Route 748 from the harbour 
in Saudarkrokur; take extreme care if you’re driving, as it is all but washed away 
in parts. At its end, walk down to the sea and the black rocky beach towards 
the two turf shacks; the pool, which has borne his name ever since, Grettis- 
laug, is to the left, although stone slabs now act as seats and the area around 
it has been paved with blocks of basalt. As Grettir did, you can cast off your 
clothes, step into the hot water and steam to your heart’s content, admiring 
the twenty-kilometre-long, snow-splashed mountainface of Tindastoll (989m) 
on one side, the open ocean and views of Drangey on the other — a quintes- 
sentially Icelandic experience. 

At low tide only it’s possible to reach the enchanting Glerhallavik bay from 
Grettislaug: from the pool, walk along the beach around the foot of Tindastoll 
to the bay, where the sight of thousands and thousands of shining quartz stones 
on the beach, buffed by the pounding surf, is quite breathtaking. Note that it’s 
forbidden to remove them from the bay. 


Eastern Skagafjorour 


From Saudarkrokur, it’s a hundred-kilometre run along routes 75 and 76 up 
the eastern side of Skagafj6rdur to Siglufj6rdur: between May and Septem- 
ber several buses a week run this way. It’s worth making the short detour off 
Route 76 to Holar i Hjaltadal, which was northern Iceland’s ecumenical 
and educational centre until the Reformation. Today, this tranquil place in 
the foothills of Hjaltadalur valley consists solely of a redstone cathedral and 
an agricultural college, a remote and peaceful spot that’s worth seeking out 
— particularly if you fancy hiking, since a trail leads from here over to Dalvik 
(see p.252). Beyond Holar, Route 76 leads north to Hofsos, another diminu- 
tive settlement, best known as a study centre for North Americans of Icelandic 
origin keen to trace their roots, and beyond to Lonkot, an ideal choice of 
accommodation if you want to spend the night out in the wilds — and sample 
some truly inspiring local cuisine. 


Hodlar i Hjaltadal 
Lying 12km down Route 767, which runs east off Route 76 about thirty 
minutes from Saud4rkrékur, the hamlet of HOLAR I HJALTADAL (@www 
-holar.is), or simply Holar, was very much the cultural capital of the north from 
the twelfth until the eighteenth century: monks studied here, manuscripts were 
transcribed and Catholicism flourished until the Reformation. Now home to 
just sixty-odd people, most of whom work at the agricultural college — this and 
the cathedral are the only buildings remaining — it was the site of the coun- 
try’s first printing press in 1530, set up by Iceland’s last Catholic bishop, Jon 
Arason (who was beheaded twenty years later at Skalholt for his resistance to 
the spread of the Reformation from the south). 

A church has stood on this spot since Arason’s time, but the present cathe- 
dral (to enter, ask in the college next door) was built in 1759-63 in late 
Baroque style, using local red sandstone from the mountain Ho6labyrda, and is 


the second-oldest stone building in the country. Inside, the fifteenth-century 
alabaster altarpiece over the cathedral’s south door is similar in design to that 
in the church at Pingeyrar (see p.233), and was likewise made in Notting- 
ham, England. The main altarpiece, with its ornate carvings of Biblical figures 
originated in Germany around 1500 and was given to the cathedral by its most 
famous bishop, whose memory is honoured in the adjacent bell tower: a mosaic 
of tiny tiles, by Icelandic artist Erréd, marks a small chapel and headstone, under 
which the bishop’s bones are buried. 

Though the Saudarkrokur-Siglufjordur bus currently calls in at Holar twice 
a week (May—Sept Mon & Wed), it doesn’t stop long enough to look around, 
meaning you're stranded here until the next onwards bus — at least two days 
— unless you hike back to Route 76 the following morning to pick up a passing 
service. You could, however, get in or out along the two-day hiking trail to 
Dalvik (see p.253). If you do need to spend the night at Holar, the agricultural 
college operates as a hotel (June—Aug only, though can book rooms in advance 
at other times; ®453 6333, ©tourist@holar.is; 3600kr per person), with a 
swimming pool and hot pot attached. The campsite (500kr per person) is 
located behind the main building, and the college’s restaurant (2—8pm) serves 
up a variety of dishes, often including locally reared Arctic char. 


From Hofs6os to Siglufjorour 

Seventeen kilometres up Route 76 from the Hélar junction, HOFSOS is a 
tiny, nondescript village on the eastern shores of Skagafj6rdur, consisting of one 
street and a tiny harbour, with a population of around two hundred. It’s prima- 
rily a base for the hundreds of Americans and Canadians of Icelandic descent 
who come here to visit the Vesturfarasetrid, or Icelandic Emigration Center 
(June to early Sept daily 11am—6pm; other times by arrangement; 500kr; © 453 
7935, Wwww.hofsos.is), tracing their roots through the center’s genealogy and 
information service, located in the adjacent building, Frandgardur. Beautifully 
set on the seafront by the harbour, it makes for an interesting visit whether you 
have Icelandic blood or not, with displays and exhibitions tracing the history of 
the Icelanders who emigrated west over the sea, some of which are on show in 
the nearby building, Konungsverslunarhtsi6. 

Beside the centre, the single wooden Pakkhusid (mid-June to mid-Sept 
daily 11am—6pm; donation of 250kr) is preserved under the supervision of the 
National Museum of Iceland as a fine example of a traditional warehouse, built 
from coarsely hewn timber planks imported from Denmark. Today this hulk of 
a building, with its sharply pointed roof, is covered in black tar to protect it from 
the worst of the weather, making the tiny square windows with their white 
frames all the more striking. Dating from 1772, it was used to store goods for 
local Danish merchants — it’s thought that trading began from Hofsos as early 
as the sixteenth century. Inside is a cheesy collection of various bird-trapping 
devices: everything from rafts to snare unsuspecting birds out in Skagafjordur 
to nooses made out of stallion’s hair — there are also a couple of stuffed puffins, 
presumably duped by one or other of these techniques. 

Up the hill from the emigration center and the warehouse, the Sunnuberg 
(®453 7310 or 893 0220, © gisting@hofsos.is; @, breakfast 90Okr extra) at 
Sudurbraut 8 has rooms with sea views, although the extremely pink walls may 
not be to all tastes. Eating is best at the Sigtun, next to the Sunnuberg, where 
haddock or trout will cost you 1700kr, a burger is 800kr and a beer 750kr; 
there’s outdoor seating in summer, with pleasant views out over Skagafj6rdur. 
Alternatively there’s the small cafe, Sdlvik, opposite the warehouse with a 
delightful wooden terrace with sea views, serving snacks and sandwiches. 
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However, for truly inspirational local cuisine it’s worth pushing on to the 
restaurant and guesthouse of Lonkot (June—Aug ©588 7432, Wwww.lonkot 
.is), 12km further north beyond the Hofdavatn lagoon and opposite the now 
abandoned island of Malmey, where, according to legend, neither mice nor 
horses will thrive, and if a married couple lives here longer than twenty years, 
the wife will disappear, never to be seen again. Run by a brother and sister 
team, Lénkot specializes in cuisine using only the finest local ingredients, for 
example pan-fried breast of Skagafj6rdur guillemot, or lamb, in blueberry sauce 
(2200kr). Accommodation here comes in various forms: double rooms with 
simple kitchenettes located in a converted barn or larger apartments with beds 
in curtained-off ship-style cabins. Before leaving make sure to clamber up the 
small tower, right by the fjordside, that holds a small seating area — the perfect 
place to stare out to sea, drink in hand. 


Siglufjorour 

Having wound northeast around the convoluted coast for 60km from Hofsds, 
Route 76 cuts through an unpleasantly dark and narrow single-lane tunnel 
to land you at the enjoyably remote fishing village of SIGLUFJORDUR, 
a highlight of any trip to the northwest. The country’s most northerly town, 
Siglufj6rdur clings precariously to the foot of steep mountain walls which 
enclose an isolated narrow fjord on the very edge of Iceland: the Arctic Circle 
is barely 40km away and you're as far north here as Canada’s Baffin Island and 
central Alaska. Winters can be particularly severe, though in summer, Siglufj6rdur 
makes an excellent base from which to hike across the surrounding mountains. 

From 1900 to 1970, Siglufjordur was the herring capital of the North 
Atlantic, when hundreds of fishing boats would crowd into the tiny fjord to 
unload their catches onto the rickety piers that once stretched out from the 
quayside, where herring girls, as they were known, would gut and salt them. 
During a good season, casual labour and the number of fishermen (who were, 
in the early part of the century at any rate, primarily Norwegian) could swell 
the town’s population threefold to over 10,000.Their story is brought to life in 
film, photographs and exhibits at the Sildarminjasafnid 2% Herring Museum 
(daily: late June to mid-Aug 10am—6pm; rest of the year 1-5pm; Wwww.siglo 
.is/herring; 500kr), at Snorragata 15, an old salting station that housed around 
fifty herring girls — you can still see graffiti, daubed in nail varnish, on the walls 
of the second-floor room where they once slept, alongside faded black-and- 
white photographs of heart-throb Cary Grant. The new grey building adjacent 
to the main museum has been authentically designed to show what a 1930s 
herring factory looked like. 

Today, Siglufjordur’s heyday is long gone and the place is considerably quieter 
with a population of just fifteen hundred people. It’s a pleasant spot, consisting 
of a handful of parallel streets with unkempt multi-coloured homes grouped 
around the main street, Tangata, which turns into Snorragata as it approaches 
the harbour, busy with the goings-on of a low-key port. Here, you'll see fisher- 
men mending their nets in the shipyard and fish hanging out to dry — the town 
still produces kippers (smoked herring) from a factory down by the harbour. 
Once you’ve seen the herring museum there’s some excellent hiking to be had 
along the trails that lead up out of the fjord (see box opposite). 


Practicalities 
Between May and September, buses run back to Saudarkrokur daily except 
Saturday, from the Olis filling station at the junction of Adalgata and Tjarnargata. 


If you’re driving, you might be able to continue east to Dalvik and Akureyri 
by shortcutting along Route 82 (see p.251), though this road is occasionally 
snowbound even in summer — check locally before setting out. If the road is 
shut, you'll have to backtrack down Route 76, which rejoins the Ringroad 
about 5km east of Varmahlid — a tiring 190km detour to Akureyri. 

Accommodation in Siglufj6rdur is limited. Gistiheimilid Hvanneyri 
(D&® 467 1378; ©), Adalgata 10, is a monument to bad taste: plastic flowers, 
garish floral drapes and multi-coloured swirls of paint daubed over the staircase. 
Rooms here all share facilities and are a little on the small side, though there is 
a well-equipped kitchen for self-caterers. The other options are summer-only: 
either in rooms at the sports centre Holl (895 2214 or 467 1284; sleeping 
bag 2200kr, ©), or at the campsite on Snorragata (© 460 5600), south of town 
beyond the harbour. 

When it comes to eating, things are not much better: food supplies, includ- 
ing locally produced kippers, Egils sild, are available at the Strax supermarket 
at Sudurgata 2-4, while Bio Café, in a former cinema at Adalgata 30, is the 
only restaurant in town. More pizzeria than café, this place serves up really 
tasty pizzas for around 1050kr, all named after recent blockbuster cinema hits, 
burgers for 550—850kr, and lamb cutlets at 1400kr. It’s also a good place to try 
local herring — a plate of three or four varieties with dark bread and salad is 
750kr. It’s also the town’s favourite drinking spot and, when the trawlers are 
in, it’s full of rowdy sailors; beer here is 500kr. The other bar in town is Allinn 
Sportbar on bormodsgata, serving beer until 1am (3am on Fri & Sat) with large 
screens showing football matches. 

Other facilities in Siglufjordur are limited although there is a vinbud (Mon— 
Thurs 1—-6pm, Fri 11am—7pm) at Eyrargata 25, and a library with Internet 
access at Granugata 24 (Tues, Wed & Fri 2-5.30pm, Thurs 2—6pm). The swim- 
ming pool is located at the entrance to the town at Hvanneyrarbraut 52. 


Hiking around Siglufjordur 


Several excellent day hikes can easily be undertaken from Siglufj6réur. The trails 
described below are shown on the hiking map of Siglufjéréur available at the 
Sildarminjasafnid herring era museum (See opposite), and you can check out details 
in advance at Wwww.siglo.is/en. 

The best of the shorter routes (5—7hr), forming a clockwise circle around the town, 
begins at the southern edge of Siglufj6rdur, where the road veers left around the head 
of the fjord. Follow the walking path up Eyrafijall, heading towards the Dalaskar6 pass, 
then over the mountain tops and up Hafnarfjall, from where there’s an excellent view 
over the fjord, the surrounding peaks and even Grimsey. From here it’s an easy climb up 
Hafnarhyrna (687m), the highest point on Hafnarfjall and the starting point for the easy 
descent towards the bowl-shaped hollow of Hvanneyrarskal, a well-known lovers’ 
haunt during the herring boom. From this hollow, a road leads back down into town. 

A second, longer trail (10-14hr) begins beyond the disused airport on the eastern 
side of the fjord (follow the main road through the village to get there) and leads 
southeast up the valley of Kalfsdalur, which begins just above the lighthouse beyond 
the airport, past Kalfsvatn lake, over the Kalfsskar6 pass (450m) before descending 
into Nesdalur valley on the other side of the ridge. The trail then leads north through 
the valley to the coast and the deserted farm, Reydara. From the farm, the trail leads 
west along the steep slopes of Nesnupur (595m) passing a lighthouse and several 
abandoned huts, built by the American military during World War Il as a radar station. 
Once back on the eastern side of the fjord the path trail continues along the shoreline 
towards the airport and Siglufj6rdur. 
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Akureyri 


According to Landnamabok, the first Viking ships sailed into Eyjafjordur fjord, its 
mouth barely 40km south of the Arctic Circle, around 890, fifteen years after the 
Settlement began.The first intrepid pioneers to set foot in the hitherto uninhabi- 
ted north, Helgi Magri (Helgi the Lean) and Porunn Hyrna, made landfall at 
Kristnes, 9km south of where AKUREYRI presently stands, believing that bor 
had guided them into Eyjafj6rdur. Their faith seems, however, to be been in a 
state of confusion since they curiously chose to bestow an unqualified Christian 
name (Christ’s Point) on their new home. Although little more is known about 
this early period of Akureyri’s history, it is thought that Helgi suffered from a 
nutritional disease he developed as a child in the Hebrides, where he lived with 
his Irish mother and Swedish father before coming to Iceland. 

Several centuries would then pass before mention of what is now Akureyri was 
made, its name “the cornfield on the sand spit” a clear indication of its current 
location, the land promontory where Laxdalshus, the oldest building in town 
dating from 1795 and now a private home, currently stands at Hafnarstreti 
11. In 1602, however, Akureyri became a trading post with the establishment 
of a commercial monopoly which gave the Danish merchants of Helsingor 
the exclusive right to trade with Iceland. Curiously though, the traders were 
not permitted to take up permanent residence in the town, forced instead to 
leave for Denmark after closing their stores in the autumn. It wasn’t until 1787 
that this punitive monopoly was lifted and Akureyri became one of six towns 
in Iceland to be granted municipal status, despite the fact that its population 
then numbered little more than a dozen and most trade remained firmly in the 
hands of Danish merchants and their families. However, it was to the sea and its 
sheltered harbour, today located right in the heart of the town between Drot- 
tningarbraut and Strandgata, that Akureyri looked for renewed prosperity. 
Indeed, from then on the town prospered, and in the late nineteenth century 
one of Iceland’s first cooperatives, KEA, was established here, going on to play 
a key role in the economy. Iceland’s only university outside Reykjavik was 
established here in 1987 giving the town a much needed youthful boost. 

Today, the transport hub and commercial centre of the whole of northern Iceland 
is divided into two distinct areas: the town centre, harbour and commercial district 
north of Hafnarstreti, the main street, and the suburban areas to its south, where 
the distinctive Akureyrarkirkja church, museums and the superb botanical 
gardens can all be found. As far as entertainment goes, the town is a decent 
enough place to relax in for a day or two, with an excellent open-air swimming 
pool and enough cafés and restaurants to keep you well fed and watered. That most 
un-Icelandic thing, the forest, makes a welcome appearance just south of Akureyri 
in the form of Kjarnaskogur, easily accessible on foot from the town centre and a 
popular destination for locals at weekends who come here to walk the many trails 
that crisscross the forest and to picnic. If you’re doing much touring, you're almost 
certain to find yourself in town sooner or later, as it makes an excellent base from 
which to explore nearby Lake Myvatn, Husavik and the Jokulsargljafur National 
Park (all covered in Chapter Six; see p.267 & p.284). 


Getting to Akureyri 

Getting to Akureyri is straightforward: the town sits on the Ringroad pretty 
much halfway along the country’s northern coastline, connected by bus year- 
round to Reykjavik and some of the northeasterly coastal towns. Throughout 
the summer, bus services run east of here along the Ringroad to Myvatn, 
Jokulsargl)ufur and Egilsstadir, and approximately approximately mid-June to 


Spend any time in and around Akureyri and you can’t fail to notice the ubiquitous 
KEA logo, plastered on hotels, fishing boats and even Kaffibrensla Akureyrar, the 
town’s coffee-roasting plant. It’s said locally that KEA, the Kaupfélag Eyfirdinga 
Akureyri (Cooperative Society of Eyjafjérédur and Akureyri), owns everything except 
the church and, whilst that’s not strictly true, KEA does have fingers in many pies. 
Established in June 1886 by local farmers keen to win a better price for the live export 
of their sheep to England, ten years later the society opened its first co-op store and 
never looked back. Still with headquarters on the main street in Akureyri, KEA now 
owns shares in virtually any local business you choose to mention, concentrating on 
the food and merchandise sectors. 


mid-August to southwestern Iceland via the Sprengisandur track across the 
Interior (see p.337). You can fly in year-round from Reykjavik, Grimsey and 
northeasterly borsh6fn and Vopnafj6rdur; and there are also direct summertime 
international flights from Copenhagen and London. 

Driving in from the west, beyond Varmahlid the Ringroad makes the steep 
ascent to the high moorland of Oxnadalsheidi, where, legend states, many of 
the victims of the Sturlung Age battles are buried, close to the road at Miklibzer. 
There are countless stories of the ghosts of lost travellers haunting the pass and 
in winter it’s one of the first in the country to become blocked. The govern- 
ment subsidizes the highest farm here, ensuring not only that it keeps going but 
also that help is available for anyone stranded. 


Arrival and information 


The airport is stunningly located on a spit of land in the middle of the fjord, 
a couple of kilometres south of town. From here, it’s possible to walk into 
the centre in around thirty minutes following the highway, Drottningarbraut, 
northwards as it runs parallel to the fjord; alternatively, taxis (950kr) are available 
outside the terminal building. Long-distance buses terminate in the station at 
the southern end of Hafnarstrzeti, the main street, which is pedestrianized north 
of its junction with Kaupvangsstreeti, from where it leads towards the diminutive 
main square, Radhustorg. 

The friendly tourist information office (June—Aug Mon-Fri 7.30am—7pm, 
Sat & Sun 8am—5pm; Sept-May Mon-Fri 7.30am—4pm; © 462 7733, Wwww 
.eyjafjordur.is) is in the bus station, and has seemingly endless supplies of 
maps, brochures and good advice. The pedestrianized Hafnarstreti is the 
main shopping street and runs to Akureyri’s main square, Radhustorg. From 
Radhustorg’s northwestern corner, Brekkugata leads up to the library (Mon 
& Thurs 10am—6pm, Tues, Wed & Fri 10am—4pm), a veritable haven on rainy 
afternoons with numerous books in English about Iceland. Internet access here 
is wonderfully cheap at 200kr an hour; pricier alternatives include the informa- 
tion centre and Pytturinn, next door to Kaffi Akureyri. 


Accommodation 


There’s no shortage of accommodation in Akureyri and there’s no need 
to book in advance, even in summer, unless you wish to stay at the cheapest 
place in town, the excellent and well-appointed % youth hostel at Stérholt 1 
Jan 10—Dec 15; © 462 3657 or 894 4299, ®akureyri@hostel.is; sleeping-bag 
2100kr, ®), 1.5km back towards Reykjavik along Gleragata (the Ringroad), 
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opposite the Esso filling station and, unusually for Iceland, surrounded by trees. 
The campsite (mid-June to Sept; © 462 3379) is at borunnarstreti, next to the 
university; get here by walking up Kaupvangsstreti, past the swimming pool on 
Pingvallastreeti, and turn left at the crossroads. Shower and toilet facilities are on 
the other side of Porunnarstrzti in the school building. 

Breakfast is usually included in the price for hotels, but not guesthouses. If 
you're planning to base yourself in Akureyri and want room to spread out in, 
it’s worth considering renting an apartment — the tourist information office 
can help set this up. 


As Hafnarstreti 77 © 461 2248 or 853 7272, 

© 461 3810. Conveniently situated opposite the 
bus station; a few of the five rooms in this guest- 
house have views out over the fjord, as well as 
access to kitchen facilities. Don’t be tempted to 
take a room in the sister guesthouse of the same 
name on Skipagata because the traffic noise 
there is unbearable. Sleeping-bag accommodation 
3600kr. 

Brekkusel Byggdavegur 97 © 461 2660, ® www 
.brekkusel.is. A pleasant suburban guesthouse, 
handy for the town swimming pool, with its own 
garden and outdoor hot pot. The clean rooms are 


simple in style, though the omnipresent pink colour: 
: main square, though the en-suite rooms are rather 
: dreary. Breakfast is included. @ 

: Kea Hafnarstreeti 87-89 ® 460 2000, ® www 
.hotelkea.is. The largest and most expensive hotel in 
: Akureyri with modern, comfortable en-suite rooms 

: kitted out with satellite TV and a minibar, though 

: the feel is old-fashioned and gloomy and the place 

- is crying out for a makeover. Rooms at the front 

: have good views of the town. There’s a free Internet 
treeti 14 (June—Aug only) ® 461 2860 or 896 8464, : 
: Salka Skipgata, just off Radhustorg ® 461 2340, 


scheme is rather intrusive. Breakfast is extra. 
Sleeping-bag accommodation 4900kr for two 
people per double. 

Gistiheimili Akureyrar Hafnarstreeti 104 © 462 
5588, ® www.gistiheimilid.net. Bang in the city 
centre, this is the budget wing of Hotel Akureyri 
with small but comfy rooms. Breakfast is 850kr. 
Sleeping-bag accommodation 3500kr a person, @ 
Gula Villan Brekkugata 8 (all year) & Pingvallas- 


© gulavillan@nett.is. A total of nineteen identical 


rooms in two guesthouses, all with shared facilities, 
kitchen and TV. Breakfast (900kr) is only at Pingval- : 
- 4800kr per double room, @ 

- Sdlgardar Brekkugata 6 © 461 1133, 

: @solgarda@simnet.is. Four highly agreeable, 

: bright and spacious rooms with TV and access to 
: akitchen, just one minute from the main square. 


lastreeti 14. Sleeping-bag accommodation 4800kr 
per double room. @ 

Harpa Hafnarstreti 83-85 ® 460 2000, ® www 
-hotelkea.is. Not quite as upmarket as its neigh- 
bour, the Kea, but a little cheaper. Sharing the 


same reception and breakfast room as the Kea, this 
: dation 2900kr, @ 
: Sulur Porunnarstreeti 93 © 461 1160, @ sulur 


hotel provides the best of both worlds: comfortable 
communal surroundings and virtually the same 


room — all you lack is a minibar and a hairdryer. @ 
: with self-catering facilities, near the campsite 

: and the botanical garden, a fifteen-minute walk 

: from the centre. Breakfast is 900kr; sleeping-bag 
: accommodation 4800kr per double room. © 


Hotel Akureyri Hafnarstreeti 67 ® 462 5600, 

W www.hotelakureyri.is. Located in a black-and- 
white-painted house virtually opposite the bus 
station, this smart hotel is Nordic chic to a T. Plain, 


: tasteful rooms with minimalist décor and wooden 

: floors, all with private facilities and some with good 
: views out over the fjord, though they are somewhat 
: small for the price. @ 

: Hotel ibudir Geislagata 10 ® 462 2300 or mobile 
: 892 9838, ®www.hotelibudir.is. Pleasant two- 

- to four-room apartments (@-@) with sitting room 
: and kitchen, usefully located within two minutes’ 

: walk of Radhustorg. There are also a number of 

: regular undistinguished double and single rooms 

- here, with or without private facilities. © 

: Hotel Noréurland Geislagata 7 ® 462 2600, 

: @www.hotelkea.is. A good location for this KEA- 


owned hotel, within easy striking distance of the 


terminal in reception for guests’ use. @ 


©salka@nett.is. Quiet, clean and central guest- 
house above a shop. Sleeping-bag accommodation 


Breakfast is 800kr extra. Sleeping-bag accommo- 


@islandia.is. Summer-only (June—Aug) guesthouse, 


The Town: north of Kaupvangsstreti 


North of Kaupvangsstreti, the pedestrianized Hafnarstreti, the main shopping 
street, runs to Akureyri’s main square, Radhustorg. This modest street, no more 
than 150m in length, and its parallel neighbour to the east, Skipagata, together 
contain virtually all the shops and services that the town has to offer and it’s 
within this rectangle that you’ll spend much of your time. 

From Radhustorg itself, a couple of diversions are within easy striking 
distance. Head northwest up to the library, then south onto Oddeyrargata, 
take the first right into Krabbastigur and finally turn left into Bjarkarstigur to 
reach the austere building at no. 6 known informally as Davidshts (June—Aug 
Mon-Sat 4-5.30pm; 400kr), the former home of one of Iceland’s most famous 
poets, novelists and playwrights, David Stefansson. Born in 1895 to the north of 
Akureyri, he published his first anthology of poems at the age of 24 and went 
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on to write verse and novels that were often critical of the state. It was only 
after his death in 1964 that David was finally taken into Icelanders’ hearts and is 
now regarded as one of the country’s greatest writers. Inside, in addition to his 
numerous books that adorn the walls, are many of his personal effects, including 
his piano and writing desk as he left them. 

From the top of Bjarkarstigur, the long, straight Helgamagrastreti, named after 
Helgi Magri, the first settler in the Eyjafj6rdur region, leads south to Pingvallas- 
treeti and the town’s excellent outdoor swimming pool, which has two large 
pools, several hot pots, a steam room and a sauna (women only Tues & Thurs; 
men only Wed & Fri), and is an absolute treat when the sun is shining. Head 
east down Pingvallastreti and you'll come to the uninspiring Akureyri Art 
Museum at Kaupvangsstreti 24 (Listasafnid 4 Akureyri; Tues-Sun noon—5pm; 
W wwwz.listasafn.akureyri.is; 450kr). Inside is a collection of works by local 
artists as well as a number of studios alongside, known as Listagilid, where 
workshops are occasionally held. 

It’s worth venturing east of the commercial centre of town to explore the 
harbourside, best reached along the main road, Drottningarbraut, running 
parallel to Skipagata. Although the small southern harbour, Akureyrarh6fn, is 
close to the junction of Drottningarbraut and Kaupvangsstreti, it’s really along 
Strandgata, which runs along the harbour’s northern edge, that the industrial 
face of Akureyri becomes more prominent. The shipyard and freighter termi- 
nal here make up the largest commercial port outside Reykjavik, a bustling 
part of town where the clanking of cranes accompanies the seemingly endless 
unloading and loading of ocean-going vessels at the dockside. In summer it’s 
not uncommon for gargantuan cruise liners to be moored in the fjord oppo- 
site the docks here, awaiting the return of passengers who have been whisked 
ashore by a flotilla of small boats. 


The Town: south of Kaupvangsstrati 

Although Akureyri is far from ostentatious, you can’t miss the dramatic 
Akureyrarkirkja (daily 10am—noon & 2—4pm; W www.akirkja.is), whose twin 
towers loom over the town, perched on a hill up a flight of steps from the junc- 
tion of Hafnarstreti and Kaupvangsstreti. Comparisons with Hallgrimskirkja in 
Reykjavik (see p.81) are unavoidable, especially since both were designed by 
the same architect, Gudj6n Samtelsson, and not only tower over neighbouring 
buildings but are modelled on basalt columns. Inside, there are some dazzling 
stained-glass windows, the central panes of which are originally from the 
old Coventry cathedral in Britain — removed, with remarkable foresight, at the 
start of World War II before it was demolished during bombing raids, and sold 
to an Icelandic dealer who came across them in an antiques shop in London. 
The church’s other stained-glass windows (also made in England, during the 
1970s) depict famous Icelanders, while the model ship hanging from the ceil- 
ing commemorates a former bishop. 

A pathway leads round the church to Sigurhedir, at Eyrarlandsvegur 3 
(The House of Verbal Arts; June—Aug daily 1.30-3.30pm; 300kr), the former 
home of Matthias Jochumsson (1835-1920), the distinguished poet and 
author of the stirring Icelandic national anthem. Now a museum containing 
a small and unexceptional collection of his furnishings and a few portraits, 
the house was built in 1902 and was his home until his death in 1920. Unless 
you have a burning desire to immerse yourself in obscure Icelandic poetry, 
however, it’s better to walk right on by, passing close to the university speciali- 
zing, amongst other things, in degrees in fisheries, and head instead for the 
glorious *% Botanical Garden (Lystigaréur; June—Sept Mon-Fri 8am—10pm, 
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in a country whose scenery is so iconic, and whose major 
historical events are inextricably wrapped up with its 
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: landscape, the only real way to get to grips with Iceland is 

to get outdoors. It’s where many Icelanders choose to spend 
their free time too, though they often seem to have a fearless 
disregard for the weather, geological events and other natural 
: hazards that foreigners take sensible precautions against. 
There are endless excuses to get out and about, though for 
most visitors, the walking tale; hot springs and abundant 7 | 
wildlife s are reasons pencdgh. ‘ eo Cees. ec ae 4 
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HIKING 
Iceland is one of 
the few countries 
where the hiking 
trails are easy to 
get to, yet feel so 
remote and wild: 
on many of them 
you can walk for 
days and not see 
anyone, and —- with 
the landscape and 
weather so raw — 
at least get the feel 
that you might be 
A Hiking hut, Ingdlfshofdi the first person to 
have ever tackled 
the route. The country is also small enough that it’s feasible to simply pick two 
points on a map and walk between them — assuming, of course, that you’re suitably 
equipped for any natural hazards along the way — though there are also many well- 
marked trails heading off across the landscape. You don’t have to get wrapped 
up in a hard-core battle with the elements either: many popular hiking areas have 
well-equipped campsites and lodge-like “huts” with kitchens, which make good 
bases for day-hikes, though there are also some superb, totally wild areas where 
you can spend a week or more camping rough. However, you do always need to 
take Iceland’s changeable weather very seriously, and come equipped with warm, 
waterproof and tough clothing, cooking gear, relevant maps, and a tent which isn’t 
going to get blown apart by gale-force winds. 


Getting into hot water 


One of the byproducts of the country’s location on top of a volcanic faultline is that 
it has limitless supplies of natural hot water, heated to boiling point down in the 
earth’s crust before coming to the surface — often violently. Scalding mud pools, 
whistling steam vents and geysers are just part of the landscape here, but in some 
places these outpourings have been tamed and put to use. Many Icelandic homes 
survive the long, cold sub-arctic winter nights thanks to either having hot water 
and central heating pumped directly from the nearest source, or through electricity 
created in geothermal power plants. Icelanders have also been bathing outdoors in 
naturally heated springs since the country was first settled, and many of these “hot 


' Hot spring at Landmannalaugar 


GREER 


pots” still exist, often 

in stunningly scenic 

locations, where you 

can peel off your clothes 

and soak any aches 

away whilst admiring 

the surrounding 

mountains, volcanoes 

and seascapes. The 

top three spots for 

an outdoor soak are 

Landmannalaugar in & 

southwestern Iceland 4 Blesi pool, Geysir 

(see p.131); Grettislaug 

in the northwest (See p.240); and Krossneslaug in the West Fjords (see p.225). And 
for those who prefer more formal arrangements, just about every settlement across 
the country has its own geothermally heated swimming pool too. 


Wildlite-watching 


Given that Iceland is virtually treeless, and that the dominant landscape is lava 
rubble covered by lichens, or gravel deserts and ice, you wouldn’t think that there 
would be much in the way of wildlife to watch. However, it’s still worth bringing 
along a pair of binoculars: both arctic fox and reindeer are resident mammals, 
though — as both are also hunted — they tend to be timid and take off the moment 
that people appear. You’ll have better luck with birds, however, which group all 
over the country in phenomenal numbers throughout the summer. For seabirds 


Top five hikes 


* Laugavegur An epic four-day hike over 
snowfields, moorland and desert between 
hot springs at Landmannalaugar and the 
highland valley of Porsmork: see p.132. 


* Hornstrandir You can spend days hiking 
across this totally unpopulated peninsula, 
which is probably the wildest, most remote 
corner of Iceland that is still accessible: see 
p.210. 

* Porsmork Isolated glacier valley in the 
southwest, covered in dwarf birch and 
wildflowers, with almost limitless hiking 
potential: see p.141. 

* Skaftafell Easily-reached moorland plateau 
between two glaciers, with plenty of well- 
marked trails of up to a day’s duration: 
see p.324 

* Jokulsargljufur Straightforward though 
lengthy trails follow a glacier river canyon 
down to Europe’s largest waterfall: see p.284 


> Signpost on the Skogar-Pérsmérk trail 


= 


EREDAR SSR ASL Wag TB RN a OS IN SS 


Seals on an ice floe, JOkulsarlon 


— including puffins, skuas, gulls and fulmars — head to the nearest coastline, where 
you'll also find all manner of waders picking over the shore. Wildfowl - such as 
divers (loons), whooper swans and geese - congregate in the many lagoons, lakes 
and moorlands across the country, while if it’s duck you’re after, head to Lake 
Myvatn in the northeast (see p.269). Most other wildlife is marine, and Iceland is 
an excellent place to see seals, dolphins, and several species of whale — most 
commonly minke, fin and humpbacked, though occasionally also blue — with 
numerous whale-watching tours offered, especially at HafnarfjOrdur (See p.96), 
Stykkisholmur (see p.184), and Husavik (see p.282). 


Bird attack! 


Throughout the summer, several of 
lceland’s ground-nesting birds become 
obsessively protective of their young, 
should you wander into their colonies. 
The main culprits here are the diminutive 
arctic tern and larger, bulky brown 
greater skua, and either will dive-bomb 
you at high speed should you approach 
too close to their nests, first just as a 
warning, then delivering a hard stab 

with their beaks if you don’t clear off. 
Some people advise carrying a stick held 
upright above your head - the birds will 
attack the highest point rather than your 
scalp — though a self-opening umbrella 
is also good for scaring off attackers. 
Incidentally, the icelandic name for the 
arctic tern, kria, is an aptly onomatopoeic 
word for the sound the bird makes as it 
comes in for the attack. 


<4 Greater skua nesting at ingolfshofdi 


See aT 


Sat & Sun 9am—10pm; free), at the end of Eyrarlandsvegur. Established in 1912 
by Margrethe Schioth, a Danish woman who lived in Akureyri, the gardens 
are a rich display of plant life enclosed by that Icelandic rarity, fully grown 
trees. Besides virtually every Icelandic species, there’s an astonishing number 
of sub-tropical plants from South America and Africa — seemingly defying 
nature by existing at all in these high latitudes, the annual mean temperature 
for Akureyri being barely 3.4°C. In summer, when the fragrance of hundreds 
of flowers hangs in the air, the gardens, with undisturbed views out over the 
fjord, are a real haven of peace and tranquillity. Incidentally, the dozens of kids 
you'll see around the gardens, and indeed the rest of Akureyri, are there on 
behalf of the town council, keeping the place tidy and earning a little pocket 
money in the process. 

Below the gardens is the oldest part of Akureyri, and many of its wooden 
buildings, including several along Adalstreti, to the southeast, have been 
preserved and turned into museums. The first, however, is the least interest- 
ing: the Good Templars Museum, or Fridbjarnarhts (July & Aug Sat & Sun 
2—5pm; free), at no. 46, where the Icelandic Good Templars Order was founded 
in 1884 — an occasion recorded inside with singularly uninteresting documents 
and photos. The museum is named after a local book merchant, Fridbjorn 
Steinsson, who once lived here. 

Further on, at Adalstrzeti 54, the black wooden house with white window 
frames is Nonnahus (Jon Sveinsson Memorial Museum; June—Sept daily 
10am—5pm; Wwww.nonni.is; 350kr, 550kr for combined entry with 
Akureyri museum), the childhood home of Jon Sveinsson — Nonni is the 
diminutive form of Jon in Icelandic — the Jesuit priest and author of the 
Nonni children’s books. Based on his experiences of growing up in northern 
Iceland, the stories are little known to English-speaking audiences but are 
inordinately popular in Germanic countries — most were written in German 
— and are translated into around forty other languages. Nonni lived here until 
he was twelve, when, following his father’s death, he moved first to Denmark, 
where he converted to Catholicism, then moved again to France and then, in 
1914, to Austria, where he wrote his first book, before settling in Germany. 
Inside the house illustrations from his stories decorate the walls and numer- 
ous translations of his dozen books are displayed. Dating from 1850, the 
house itself is one of the oldest in the town and still has its original furniture, 
giving a good indication of the living conditions at the time of construction; 
note the low ceilings and narrow doorways, which were designed to keep 
the heat in. Incidentally, when Nonni lived here the fjord stretched right up 
to his front door — all the area east of the house, where the main road now 
runs, is reclaimed land. 

A few strides on is the Akureyri Museum (June to mid-Sept daily 11am— 
5pm, rest of the year Sun 2—4pm; 400kr) at Adalstreti 58, set back a little from 
the street behind a well-tended garden. The upper floor of the museum has a 
good assortment of farming and fishing items from Akureyri and Eyjafjordur’s 
past, plus a spectacular wooden pulpit from 1768, which once proudly stood 
in the church at nearby Kaupangur, hand-painted in subtle greens and blues 
and bedecked with painted flowers by local Jon Hallgrimsson. However, it’s 
the skeleton of a middle-aged woman with a horse, found in separate graves 
at nearby Dalvik, that really impresses. Dating from around the year 1000, this 
woman was one of the first settlers in the Eyjafjordur region. Downstairs, an 
exhibition detailing how the town has developed from the 1700s to the present 
day contains a glorious jumble of household items including a mangle, cashtill 
and even a sleigh on skis. 
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Kjarnaskogur 


Not content with the trees that line most of Akureyri’s streets, locals have now 
planted an entire forest on former farmland roughly an hour’s walk south of 
the town, the first stage in a much more ambitious plan to encircle Akureyri 
with forest. Kjarnaskogur, easily reached by walking south from the museums 
along Drottningarbraut out past the airport, is a favourite recreational spot 
at weekends and on summer evenings, when the air is heavy with the scent 
of pine. Although birch and larch predominate, there are over fifty species 
of shrubs and trees here, some of which have grown to over 12m in height, 
quite a feat for a country where trees rarely reach little more than waist height 
— hence the long-standing Icelandic joke about what to do when you get 
lost in an Icelandic forest (answer: you stand up). Within the forest there are 
easy walking paths complete with picnic sites, a jogging track for the more 
energetic that doubles as a skiing trail in winter, plus a children’s play area. 
Camping is not permitted here. 


Eating, drinking and nightlife 


Unless you're arrived directly from Reykjavik, you’ll feel quite dizzy at the wide 
choice of eateries in Akureyri. Thanks to the town’s small university and its role 
as a commercial centre for the entire north of the country, there’s now a fair 
choice of cafés and restaurants — even the odd bar or two. In short, indulge 


yourself before moving on. 


Cafés and restaurants 
Bautinn Hafnarstreti 92. Always busy and popular 
with locals as well as visitors, this is essentially 

a Cheap and cheerful dine-and-dash type place. 
Although the menu does extend to a couple of 
meat and fish dishes (around 1800kr), it’s not 
going to be the culinary highlight of any visit to 
Akureyri and is best used for a quick burger and 
chips (1200kr). 

Blaa Kannan Hafnarstreti 96. No-smoking café in 


an old wooden building on the main street, good for 
sional live music at weekends. 

: La Vita é Bella Hafnarstreti 92. The most 

: authentic Italian restaurant in town, with pizzas at 

: 1500kr and pasta dishes from 1600kr. However, 

: the meat here is expensive (lamb from 3500kr, 

: beef from 3700kr) and not worth the extra 

> expense. 

: Peng Strandgata 13. Akureyri’s only Chinese 

: restaurant close to the harbourside, serving up 

: reasonable if not overly authentic dishes. The 
weekday lunch buffet for 1500kr is good value; 

: otherwise a two-course set evening meal is 

: 3000kr. Vegetarian options available. 

: Strikid Brasserie Skipagata 14. Top-notch restau- 
: rant overlooking the harbour and the fjord. They 

: do decent-value lunchtime specials from 1000kr, 

: but are otherwise pretty expensive with mains of 

: fish or lamb starting from 2700kr — Fridrik offers 

: better value. 


a cup of coffee or a bite to eat during the day (they 
do great cakes), and popular with local shoppers. 
y Café Karolina Kaupvangsstreeti 23. 

Akureyri’s most stylish café, with works of 
art hanging from the walls, popular with budding 
artists and trendy students. Known for its wide 
selection of coffees and delicious cakes. Also 
serves open sandwiches for 750kr. 
h Fridrik V Strandgata 7. Quite simply 

the best restaurant in Akureyri, run by 
the ebullient Fridrik who trained at Hote/ Holt in 
Reykjavik and London’s River Café. There’s an 
inventive Mediterranean menu and in terms of 
price, quality and atmosphere nowhere else in 
town comes close. Count on 2900kr and up per 
main dish, or try the four-course gourmet menu 
(6690kr — or a whopping 10,980kr with wine) 
and allow Fridrik to personally create your dinner. 
Tues—Sun 6pm-iate. 


: Greifinn Glerargata 20. Close to the youth hostel, 

: this pizza and pasta joint is worth seeking out for 

: its lively atmosphere; it’s the most popular restau- 
rant with locals and is usually busy. Although prices 
: are similar to those of La Vita é Bella in town, 

: there’s a more extensive menu including salads. 

: Reckon around 1800kr for a large pizza. 

- Kaffi Akureyri Strandgata 7. More bar than café, 

: with a wooden interior finished off by a parquet 

: floor and window blinds. A spacious place, popular 


of an evening for a drink or a coffee, with occa- 


Bars and nightlife 

Café Amour Radhustorg 7. This place quite 
fancies itself, all Nordic minimalist, leather chairs 
and wooden floors undeniably creating a laid-back, 
trendy atmosphere popular with Akureyri’s young 
things who congregate here from early evening 
onwards. 

Godi Datinn Geislagata 14. Dance club where 
you'll find virtually every young person in Akureyri 
on Thursday to Sunday evenings grooving to the 
latest tunes or to live music. Beer in the club is 
more expensive than in the basement bar, Sjallinn 
(see below). 

Greeni Hatturinn Hafnarstreti 96. A popular, 
evenings-only British-style pub in the basement 
of the Bla@a Kannan (see opposite), and good for a 
beer (around 700kr). 

Sjallinn Geislagata 14. Great basement bar inside 
the Gddi Datinn club complex (see above) serving 
the cheapest beer in Akureyri, around 600kr. 


Listings 

Airlines Flugfélag Islands, at the airport (© 460 
7000, W www.airiceland.is), for connections to 
Reykjavik, Grimsey, Porshéfn and Vopnafjordur; 
Iceland Express ( www.icelandexpress.com) for 
international flights to London and Copenhagen. 
Alcohol store Holabraut 16. Mon-Thurs 11am— 
6pm, Fri 11am—/pm, Sat 11am—4pm. 


Western Eyjafjorour 


: Bookshops Penning Bokval, Hafnarstreeti 91-93, 

: is good for maps and guidebooks. For second- 

: hand English paperbacks, try Fornbékabudin Frédi, 
: Kaupvangsstrati 19. 

: Car rental ALP, Glerargata 36, ® 462 3400; Hertz, 
: Akureyri airport, ®461 1005; National, Tryggva- 

: braut 12, ®461 6000. 

: Cinemas Nyja Bid, Strandgata 2 © 461 4666; 

: Borgarbié, Holarbraut 12 © 462 3500. 

: Hospital The hospital on Eyrarlandsvegur has a 

: 24hr accident-and-emergency ward © 463 0100. 

: Laundry bvottahusid H6fdi, Hafnarstrati 34 

> @®462 2580. 

: Library Brekkugata 17 462 4141. 

- Pharmacy Apotekarinn, Hafnarstreeti 95. 

> Police Porunnarstreti 138, ® 112. 

: Post office Skipagata 10 (Mon—Fri 9am—4.40pm; 
- ©460 2600). 

: Supermarket Bonus, just off the highway past the 
: Youth Hostel, heading towards Reykjavik; Strax, 

: Byggdavegur 98, close to the campsite. 

- Taxi BSO ©461 1010. 

: Telephones Just about the only pay phones in 

: town are at the Penning bookshop, which also sells 
- prepaid cards. 

: Travel agent Nonni Travel, Brekkugata 5, 

> ©461 1841, ®www.nonnitravel.is. 

- Woollen goods The Viking, Hafnarstraeti 104; 

: Fold-Anna, Hafnarstreeti 85. 


Running up Eyjafjordur’s western flank from Akureyri, Route 82 affords stun- 
ning views over icy waters to the glacier-formed mountains which serve as a 
protective wall all around the fjord. If you have time, it’s well worth making the 
trip from Akureyri to see not only the mountains but also the rich farmland 
hereabouts, which is heavily grazed during the summer by cattle and sheep. 
The long hours of daylight in this part of Iceland, coupled with mild tempera- 
tures, make excellent growing conditions for various crops, and the small white 
dots you'll see in the fields are barrel-shaped bundles of hay, neatly packaged 
in white plastic, to provide the animals with much needed food during the 
long months of winter. The highlight of any trip up the fjord is the island of 
Hrisey, noted for its hundreds of wild ptarmigan, found near the mouth of 
Eyjafj6rdur and overlooked by the fishing village of Dalvik, itself the starting 
point for some excellent hiking. Nearby the village of Hauganes is the place 
to make for if you fancy a spot of whale watching whilst in the north. Beyond 
here, a dark tunnel slices through the exposed headland, Olafsfjardarheidi, to 
reach the isolated village of Olafsfjérdur, although with few attractions itself, 
it does have splendid end-of-the-world feeling about it thanks to its location 
overlooking the northern reaches of the Atlantic Ocean. 

Buses run year-round, several times daily (Mon-Fri) in each direction along 
Route 82 between Akureyri, Dalvik and Olafsfjéréur (although some terminate 
in Dalvik), connecting along the way for ferries to Hrisey and Grimsey. 
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Dalvik and around 


DALVIK, a nondescript fishing village 42km north of Akureyri with just four- 
teen hundred inhabitants, enjoys a superbly sheltered location on the western 
shores of Eyjafjordur overlooking the island of Hrisey (see opposite). Para- 
doxically though, its poor natural harbour hampered the growth of the fishing 
industry here until a new harbour was built in 1939 to remedy matters, today 
used as the departure point for the ferry to Grimsey. A major shipbuilding 
and fish-curing centre early in the twentieth century, today Dalvik has lost its 
buzz, and its quiet harbour front, lined by the main road, Hafnarbraut, stands 
guard over the familiar cluster of uniformly shaped modern homes that are so 
prevalent in the country’s smaller communities. Dalvik’s lack of older buildings 
is due to the devastating earthquake of 1934, measuring 7.2 on the Richter 
Scale, which demolished half the structures in the village and caused serious 
damage to the ones that did survive — two thousand people lost their homes. 

The village is really only visited by people putting to sea for whale watch- 
ing or en route to Grimsey, but should you find yourself with time to kill take 
a quick look inside the folklore museum, Byggdasafnid Hvoll (June—Aug 
daily 1lam—6pm; ©466 1497; 500kr), one block back from the harbour at 
Karlsraudatorg 7; you'll easily spot the building as it’s painted bright red. 
The museum is divided into four small sections, and it’s the collection of 
photographs and personal belongings of Iceland’s tallest man, Johann Kristinn 
Pétursson, born in nearby Svarfadardalur valley in 1913, that catches the eye. 
Measuring a whopping 2.34 metres in height (7 feet 7 inches), Johann the 
Giant, as he was known locally, spent most of his life performing in circuses 
in Europe and America before retiring to Dalvik, where he died in 1984. 
The museum also contains a collection of birds’ eggs, several species of stuffed 
seabirds and a stuffed polar bear. 

The excellent outdoor swimming pool, with its mountain backdrop, 
also has a couple of hot pots and a mixed steam room; it’s on Svarfadar- 
braut, which runs roughly parallel with Hafnarbraut. For whale watching, 
contact Snorri Sea Tours at Asvegi 6 (© 863 2555 or 466 3355), who depart 
from the harbour and cruise around the fjord looking for humpback and 
minke whales — they have a minimum group size of six, and tours need to 
be booked in advance. 


Practicalities 

For information on the three-times weekly Grimsey ferry call © 466 1444 
or go to Wwww.samskip.is; see also p.255 for times. For online tourist infor- 
mation, check out Wwww.dalvik.is. The library is located in the basement 
of the town hall (radhus) at the corner of Kirkjubraut and Godabraut and has 
Internet access. 

The best accommodation in Dalvik itself is the Sdley (© 466 3395, Wwww 
-hotel-soley.com; ©, including breakfast) — it’s the big yellow block as you enter 
town from the south, opposite Oli’s fuel station. It’s a friendly, good-value place, 
open year-round, and has rooms with or without bathroom. Alternatively, head 
a kilometre back towards Reykjavik to the Argerdi guesthouse (0466 3326, 
W www.islandia.is/argerdi; ®), in the Svarfadardalur valley. Beautifully set beside 
a nature reserve, next to a small river that tumbles down from the mountain 
tops behind the guesthouse, it has eight tastefully-appointed rooms with plain 
carpets, light-coloured walls and serene views of the surrounding hills. Dalvik’s 
campsite (June-Sept; © 466 3233; free) is south of town beside the main road, 
just 100m from the swimming pool. 


Hikes around Dalvik 


Surrounded by magnificent mountain peaks readily accessed through the gentle 
Svarfaéardalur valley, which begins at the Argerdi guesthouse (see opposite) a 
short distance south of the town, Dalvik has scenery that makes it one of the best 
places around Eyjafjérdur for hiking. The summer weather in this part of the country 
is often quite stable, making for good walking conditions. Although the valley is 
popular with locals in summer and autumn for its blueberries and crowberries, which 
grow in abundance, it’s the whortleberry that dominates and, after the few short but 
generally sunny summer months, the bushes turn purple, filling the entire valley with 
burning colour. Further up the valley, as the land rises, scrub and dwarf birch trees 
are seen in abundance. 

The best long-distance hike, lasting two to three or four days, leads over the 
Heljardalsheidi plateau from Dalvik to the episcopal seat at Hodlar i Hjaltadal (see 
p.240). From the Argerdi, two roads lead up through Svarfadardalsa valley as they 
follow the river: Route 807 heads up the southern side, whereas Route 805 hugs 
the northern bank (no public transport along either). Both meet after roughly 10km 
at the foot of the wedge-shaped Stoll, a mountain dividing the valley in two, though 
note that the northern road Route 805 is in better condition and is a few kilometres 
shorter. From here, Route 805 continues another 10km southwest past a couple of 
farms before petering out, at which point it becomes a track and heads up over the 
flat-topped mountains of the Trdllskagi peninsula, which separates Eyjafjoréur from 
its western neighbour, Skagafjoréur, heading for Holar, passing through some of 
Iceland’s best mountain scenery. It should take two or three days to reach this point, 
but you'll need another half-day to reach the main road, Route 76 (see below), itself 
reached along Route 767 from here. From June to September, buses run daily except 
Saturday along Route 76 between Siglufj6rdur and Saudarkrokur -— see p.242. 

North of the Svarfadardalur valley, a shorter day hike (around 20km in total) leads 
from Dalvik to nearby Olafsfjérdur via the old road named Drangaleié, once used by 
locals to reach their northern neighbour. Since the path crosses the Drangar ridge, 
which is very steep, it’s not recommended for anyone who suffers from vertigo. The 
trail starts a couple of kilometres north of Dalvik, reached by heading north along 
Route 82 north from town to just south of the now deserted farm, Karlsa, at the 
foot of the Karlsa, where it flows into Eyjafj6réur. Follow the river up through the 
Karlsardalur valley towards the steep mountain ridge of Drangar (964m), which you'll 
see in front of you. From here, the track heads east over the ridge to the Burstar- 
brekkudalur valley, then descends into Olafsfjéréur. A bus (Mon-Fri all year) returns 
from Olafsfjéréur to Dalvik and Akureyri. 
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There are two places to eat in Dalvik, with little to choose between them. 
First up is the Kaffi Sogn, opposite the town hall at Godabraut 3, open for lunch 
and dinner (closed Mon afternoon & Sun), which serves pizzas, fish and other 
light dishes for around 1000kr. The Axid bakery, meanwhile, further west along 
the main road at Hafnarbraut 5, has a pleasant outside terrace overlooking the 
harbour, and serves simple sandwiches, light snacks and coffee. The vinbud 
(Jiune—Aug Mon-Thurs 11am—6pm, Fri 1lam—7pm, Sat 11am—2pm; Sept—May 
Mon-Thurs 1—6pm, Fri 11am—7pm) is on the main road at Hafnarbraut 7. 


Hrisey 

No trip to the north coast of Iceland is complete without seeing the hundreds 
of ptarmigan on 4% HRISEY, a flat, teardrop-shaped island at the mouth of 
Eyjafjordur, reached by ferry from Arskégssandur, about 10km southeast of 
Dalvik. Although the country’s second-largest island (Heimaey in the Westman 
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A Hrisey 


Islands is the biggest; see p.149), at 7.5km long and 2.5km wide, it’s home 
to barely two hundred people. However, it does house more ptarmigan than 
anywhere else in Iceland, since here they’re protected by law and there are no 
natural predators such as mink or foxes. As a result, the birds are very tame and 
roam the entire island, and you'll spot them in the picturesque village here, 
laying their eggs in people’s gardens or, particularly in August after the breeding 
season, strolling down the main street with a string of fluffy chicks in tow. 

The island’s history, however, is more tied to fish than birds and its population 
peaked at 340 in the mid-twentieth century, when fishing boats from across 
the country landed their catches in the tiny harbour, making it the second- 
largest herring port on the north coast, after Siglufjordur. Since then things 
have declined, and in 1999 the main source of employment, the fish-processing 
factory down at the harbour that once provided the British supermarkets with 
fresh North Atlantic fish, closed and over thirty people left the island to look for 
work in Akureyri and Reykjavik. Today, it’s the Icelandic National Quarantine 
Centre, established in 1974 so that stocks of Galloway cattle could be imported 
from Scotland, that keeps many islanders in employment. Vegetation is particu- 
larly lush in summer, since all animals on the island were slaughtered for health 
reasons when the quarantine centre opened. Reafforestation has also begun 
in a couple of areas, in an attempt to protect the thin layer of soil atop the basalt 
rock of which Hrisey is formed from further erosion. 

Hrisey village is tiny, consisting of two or three parallel streets perched on 
a small hill above the walled harbour. Brightly painted houses, unfortunately 
all of them modern and block-like, look out over the fjord and the handful of 
small boats that bob up and down in the tiny port. Otherwise, there’s a minus- 
cule outdoor swimming pool on the main street, Nordurvegur, at the eastern 
end of the village; at just 12.5m in length, it’s heated by geothermal water from 
Hrisey’s very own borehole on the west coast. Even though the village can 
easily be walked around in 10min there’s a map down on the harbourside. 

Once you’ve explored the village, there’s some wonderful walking to be had 
along tracks that head around the southeastern corner of the island; all three 
colour-coded paths (green 2.3km; yellow 4.5km; and red 5km) begin just ten 
minutes from the village near the island’s southernmost tip, beyond the couple 


of colourful private summer cottages that look out over the fjord. The green 
route traces a circular route up to the hills of Haabord, dropping towards Bein- 
alag and returning to the village; the red path heads further north along the 
coast; while the yellow track follows essentially the same routing though further 
inland; both routes turn south again at the Borgarbrik cliffs. Unfortunately for 
visitors, Hrisey also has the largest breeding colony of arctic tern in Europe, 
who, should you come too close to its young, will readily divebomb you from 
on high, which means you'll pretty much need hard hats if you get too close to 
their nesting sites. The island is also a good place to spot golden plover and 
eider ducks, which have a significant breeding colony in the northern part of 
Hrisey which is out of bounds to visitors. 


Practicalities 

A ferry shuttles to Hrisey on the fifteen-minute journey from tiny 
Arskégssandur, just off Route 82 some 10km south of Dalvik (mid-June to 
mid-Aug 9.30am—11.30pm hourly; rest of the year 9.30am—9.30pm every two 
hours; © 462 7733; 700kr return). You can catch a direct bus to Arskégssandur 
three times a day (Mon-Fri) from Akureyri, Dalvik and Olafsfjordur. 

The island’s only guesthouse is Brekka, at Brekkugata 5 (©466 1751, 
©466 3051, ©brekkahrisey@isl.is; sleeping-bag accommodation 2200kr, ®), 
a wooden building painted bright yellow up on the hill behind the harbour: 
it has just three doubles with shared facilities, but if these are full the owners 
will endeavour to find a room in a private house somewhere in the village. 
Lunch here, in the restaurant overlooking the sea and the jagged mountains 
of the western shore of Eyjafj6rdur, is truly excellent; try the smoked rainbow 
trout with garlic butter and baked potato (2150kr), or chicken breast filled 
with mushrooms, cheese and sundried tomatoes (2550kr); there’s also burgers 
(1400kr), toasted sandwiches (750kr) and pizzas (1000kr). The campsite (800kr) 
is located beside the swimming pool on Nordurvegur. The only other facilities 
are a grocery store at Sjavargata 2 (Mon-Fri 1lam—6pm, Sat 1lam—5pm, Sun 
noon—5pm), which also serves coffee and light meals, and a bank (Mon-Fri 
noon—4pm) with an ATM on Skolavegur. 


Olafsfjoréur 


From Dalvik, Route 82 winds its way north for 17km to the fishing village of 
OLAFSFJORDUR, clinging all the way to the steep slopes of the mountains 
that plunge into the steely waters of Eyjafjordur, and with superb views of the 
snowy peaks of the uninhabited Latrastrond coastline on the opposite shore. 
On a clear day it’s easily possible to spot the island of Grimsey (see p.259), 
northeast of the fjord’s mouth, bisected by the Arctic Circle. The village is 
connected to Akureyri by means of a single lane, claustrophobic, 3.4-kilometre 
tunnel through the Olafsfjardarmuli headland, which divides Eyjafjérdur from 
its smaller cousin, Olafsf f}Ordur, which gives the settlement its name. 

Although the drive to Olafsfj6rdur and its setting are breathtaking, the village, 
unfortunately, isn’t: this is an unattractive, workaday place of a thousand people, 
set behind the working harbour (four trawlers are based here) on Sjavargata, 
one block northeast of the main road, Adalgata. There’s little here to detain 
you other than the taxidermist’s dream, the well-stocked natural history 
museum (Natturugripasafn) at Adalgata 14 (June-Aug Tues—Sun 2—5pm; 
Sept—May by arrangement with SparisjOdur bank, in the same building; 400kr), 
containing the usual suspects — everything from a ringed seal to a stuffed polar 
bear shot by a local fisherman off Grimsey as he saw it approaching his boat 
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while balancing precariously on a piece of pack ice. With over one hundred and 
forty bird species stuffed for posterity, you’ll at least learn the names of some of 
the living birds you’ll see in the wild; pick up the free museum catalogue for 
the English translations. 


Practicalities 

Buses to Olafsfj6rdur arrive at the only hotel in the village, the drab Brimnes 
Hotel (466 2400, ® www.brimnes.is; @), at Bylgjubyged 2. Doubles here are 
cramped and so plainly furnished they resemble a school dorm rather than an 
expensive hotel. Much better are their eight Finnish-built log cabins, four 
with kitchen, all with shower and bathroom, overlooking the lake opposite 
the hotel; these sleep 4-8 people and cost 12,000—14,000kr accordingly. The 
hotel restaurant serves tasty fish meals, as well as hamburgers and pizzas. The 
tasteful cafe and restaurant, Glaumber, at Egisgata 10, two blocks west of Adal- 
gata and right next to the harbour, is popular with local fishermen and the 
best bet for decent food — pizzas for 1500kr, burgers 850kr, haddock 1550kr 
— and a beer for 650kr. Alternatively, there’s a small supermarket, Urval, at 
the corner of Strandgata and Adalgata, next to the harbour. The swimming 
pool and the campsite are together, just off Hornbrekkuvegur, which heads 
south from Adalgata. 


Route 82 to Siglufjorour } 

If you’re thinking of moving on to Siglufjordur from Olafsfj6rdur along Route 
82, which continues southwest from the village, be aware that it’s essentially an 
unsurfaced, summer-only track, which closes with even the lightest of snow- 
falls; ask at the hotel about its condition, and if in doubt, don’t risk it. When 
the road is open though, it is one of the most beautiful drives in the north of 
Iceland, snaking gracefully through the valley behind Olafsfjérdur, passing one 
abandoned farm after another; no other trip affords a more intriguing insight 
into the hardships endured by the handful of farming families who once eked 
out a living on the rocky soils of northern Iceland. Look on the map and you’ll 
see entire groups of farm names in brackets (signifying they are now empty), 
abandoned by their owners when life became untenable: Holl, Grund, Lundur, 
Hunstadir and Gil to name but a few. As the road weaves its way between 
barren outcrops of rock and alongside a succession of frost-shattered sheer 
mountainsides towards its summit high on the flat-tops of Tréllaskagi, the 
utter remoteness of this all but forgotten corner of the country soon becomes 
apparent; this is northern exposure at its extreme. The descent is no less spec- 
tacular, the road clinging to the sides of Hreppsendasulur mountain (1052m) 
all the way down to Stifluvatn lake and past another clutch of disused farms 
towards the relative civilization of Fljotavik bay, midway between Hofsds and 
Siglufj6rdur on Route 76. 


Eastern Eyjafjorour 


The eastern shore of Eyjafj6rdur, covered in part by the Ringroad and then 
Route 83, offers something quite rare in Iceland — remote, uninhabited wilder- 
ness that is relatively accessible from a major town. North of the small village 
of Grenivik, now the only centre of population on the eastern side of the 
fjord, the perpetually snow-capped Latrastroénd coastline is made up of some 
of the most rugged mountains in the north of Iceland, including the peak of 


Kaldbakur (1167m), which dominates any view of the eastern shore. Excel- 
lent and challenging hiking routes lead through the wilderness to now aban- 
doned farms which, until World War II, made up some of the country’s most 
remote and desolate communities, where life was a constant struggle against the 
elements in this area of unforgiving Arctic fjordland, known here as I Fyjordum. 
The region’s other attraction, however, is not nearly so remote: the unusual 
five-gabled turf farmhouse and church at Laufas, 10km south of Grenivik and 
close to the Ringroad. 

It’s 40km from Akureyri to Grenivik and, though no public transport runs 
this far, buses heading east from Akureyri to Myvatn or Htsavik can drop you 
at the start of Route 83, some 20km from town — you'll have to rely on your 
legs or passing motorists beyond this point. 


Laufas 

Thirty kilometres northeast of Akureyri up Route 83, Laufas (mid-May to 
mid-Sept daily 10am—6pm; 400kr) is a superb example of a traditional turf 
farmhouse. Dating from 1866, the building is timber fronted and has five gabled 
roofs, all made of turf, giving the impression that it’s composed of several sepa- 
rate cottages all joined under one roof. The most remarkable feature, however, 
is the fabulous herringbone arrangement of turf pieces used to make up part 
of the front wall. Don’t miss the unusual carved eider duck that sits on one 
of the gable ends, serving as a reminder of the local nesting area belonging to 
the property; the eider down once brought the owners a considerable income. 
Inside, sadly, is the usual array of mind-numbing how-we-used-to-live para- 
phernalia, showing household and farm life from the days when the house was 
used as a manor farm and a parsonage for the next door church, which itself 


Hiking from Grenivik to Gjogur 


A circular four- to five-day “ hike leads from Grenivik via the Latrastrénd coast to 
the Gjégur headland, guarding the eastern entrance to Eyjafjoréur, east through the 
coastal | Fjér6um region to Hvalvatnsfjéréur and the beginning of Route F839, which 
then returns towards Grenivik. 

From Grenivik, follow the unnumbered road northwest from the village to the now 
deserted farm, Svinarnes, where the road ends and a track continues along the 
Latrastrénd shoreline, passing several more abandoned farms, including Latrar, 
which has been empty since 1942. The path then swings inland through the Uxas- 
kar6é pass (in order to avoid the Gj6gur headland) and drops down through Kefla- 
vikurdalur to reach the shore at Keflavik, one of Iceland’s remotest locations, a now 
deserted farm that was regularly cut-off from the rest of the country for months in 
the wintertime. At the beginning of the eighteenth century, people on the farm here 
were taken ill and died one by one as the harsh winter weather set in — all except 
for an eleven-year-old girl, who remained alone here for ten weeks until people from 
the nearest farmstead finally managed to dig their way through the heavy snowadrifts 
to rescue her. Passing Porgeirsfj6rdur, the path heads southwest for the next fjord, 
Hvalvatnsfjérdur, and the beginning of the mountain road back over the hills up to the 
Leirdalsheidi plateau and finally down into Grenivik; there can often be snow along 
this route until the middle of July. 

On certain dates in July it’s possible to do this hike in the opposite direction as part 
of an organized tour; the trip includes transport to Hvalvatnsfj6rédur and back from 
Svinarnes, breakfast and dinner — and most importantly horses to carry all your equip- 
ment. It’s likely to cost around 41,000kr; contact Jon at the snack bar in Grenivik (see 
p.258) or call ©463 3236 or 861 6612, ©463 3258, Wwww.vip.is/fjordungar. 
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dates from 1865 and contains a pulpit with wood carvings from 1698; the local 
priest shared the building with his labourers. 


Grenivik 

Ten kilometres northwest of Laufis, GRENIVIK is a modern fjordside village, 
which only began life in 1910. Although improvements to the tiny harbour, 
around which the village is situated, brought about a slight increase in trade and 
thus population, there are still only around 260 people who call the place home. 
Its principal use is as a starting and finishing point for hikes along the fjord to 
Latrastrénd and the I Fjérdum region of the north coast (see box on p.257), 
although there is a snack bar in the centre of the village, at Tangata 3, and a 
swimming pool (©463 3159) next to the school. For accommodation, 
head to Midgardar, at Midgardur 4 (D463 3223 or 860 9999, © gislig@emax 
is; sleeping-bag accommodation 1800kr, @), where breakfast is an extra 900kr. 
Simple fish meals are also available in the small restaurant here. The campsite 
is next to the swimming pool beside the village school. 


South from Akureyri: Eyjafjardardalur 
valley 


South of Akureyri, beyond the head of Eyjafjordur, the tongue-twisting Eyjaf- 
jardardalur (pronounced ay-ya-farther-darler) is the wide fertile floodplain 
surrounding the Eyjafjardara river, which flows down the valley from its source 
near Nyjarbzjarafrétt, up in the country’s Interior. An extensive range of crops 
are grown, and the animals that graze the valley produce twenty percent of 
Iceland’s milk. The farms throughout the valley do good business from the 
rich soil too, with most of Iceland’s potatoes grown here, and in good years 
the country is virtually self-sufficient in this crop. However, bad weather can 
— and all too often does — wipe out entire harvests. The further inland the 
valley stretches, the wider it becomes, before getting lost in the foothills of the 
vast highland plateau generally known as Halendid that forms the uninhabited 
centre of the country. It’s here that the F821 mountain road begins, as it heads 
towards the Sprengisandur area of the Interior (see p.337). If you don’t have 
your own transport, note that highland tours arranged through a travel agent 
in Reykjavik (see p.96) provide the only form of transport to the Eyjafjérdéur 
valley from Akureyri. 

The drive around the wide Eyjafjardardalur valley (Routes 821 and 829 run 
either side of the Eyjafjardara, meeting up 8km south of Grund; see opposite) 
offers a chance to escape the mountains that box in so many Icelandic villages 
and to enjoy wide open vistas of rolling farmland and undisturbed views of the 
midnight sun; the upper reaches of the valley are one of the most enjoyable 
spots from which to watch the sun dip to the horizon over some of Iceland’s 
greenest countryside, then skim the North Atlantic before rising again towards 
the east. There are few specific sights — instead, make a trip here to stay on a 
farm or to enjoy the open countryside around the valley’s only real settlement, 
HRAFNAGIL, a mere dot on the map some 12km along Route 821 that runs 
up the western side of the valley. Home to barely 95 inhabitants, during the 
time of the Settlement the area around the hamlet was once a chieftain’s estate 
and, later, the residence of Iceland’s last Catholic bishop, Jon Arason, although 
there’s nothing today, unfortunately, to attest to the place’s historical significance. 


Five kilometres further south along the same road, the apparently Byzantine- 
inspired church in the hamlet of GRUND, with its onion-shaped dome and 
Romanesque mini-spires, is one of the most unusual in Iceland; designed by a 
local farmer to serve the entire valley, it broke with tradition by being built on 
a north-south, not east—west, axis. If the church is locked, you'll find the key at 
the neighbouring farmhouse. 

By far and away the best place to stay in the valley is the good Ongulsstadir 
III farmstay (© 463 1380, Wwww.ongulsstadir.is; @), whose friendly owners 
will make you feel at home. The pleasant rooms, simply decorated and en 
suite, are located in the former cow sheds, while the main building, where 
breakfast (950kr) is served, is a converted barn. Get here by taking Route 
829 (signposted to “Laugaland’’) up the eastern side of the valley. For hotel 
accommodation there’s the Vin in Hrafnagil (©463 1400 or 463 1333, 
W www.vin.nett.is; sleeping-bag accommodation 1650—2200kr, ©), where 
breakfast is an extra 850kr. 


Grimsey 


Forty kilometres north of the mainland, the five-square-kilometre chunk of 
craggy basalt that defiantly rears up out of the Atlantic is the island of % Grim- 
sey, straddled by the Arctic Circle, where Iceland ends and the Arctic begins. 
First settled by the Viking Vestfjarda-Grimur Sigurdsson, and named after 
him (“Grimsey” means Grimur’s Island), the island supports one tiny settlement, 
scruffy Sandvik, on the southwest coast. While many come here to cross that 
magical geographical line, the island also hosts some amazing birdlife, including 
puffins, razorbills and guillemots, which are resident on the island’s cliffs for 
most of the year — some thirty-six species breed here. Take special care when 
walking around the island since you're likely to be attacked by arctic tern, in 
particular, who will stop at nothing to protect their eggs. 

There’s just one road on Grimsey, which runs the length of the west coast 
from the lighthouse at its southernmost point, Flesjar, through the village to the 
airport at Basar — a total length of 3km. Landing here in one of the light aircraft 
that link the island with Akureyri can be quite an experience, as planes are often 
forced to buzz over the runway on the initial approach to clear the hundreds of 
potentially dangerous birds that gather on it before coming in a second time to 
land. Taking-off is no less hazardous — although one of the island’s few cars is 
sometimes driven up and down the runway to achieve the same result. 


Sandvik 


SANDVIK is essentially nothing more than a dozen or so houses grouped 
around a harbour, which is where the ferry from Dalvik docks. Southeast of 
the harbour, the road leads to the community centre, Muli, where every year 
on November 11 the birthday of the island’s benefactor, nineteenth-century 
American chess champion Daniel Willard Fiske, is celebrated with coffee 
and cakes. A prominent journalist during the nineteenth century, and a leading 
scholar on things Icelandic, Fiske left the islanders US$12,000 upon his death and 
gave instruction for a school and library to be built. Oddly, Fiske had never once 
set foot on Grimsey, but it seems the islanders’ reputation as the greatest chess 
players in the whole of Iceland (chess was introduced to Grimsey by the Vikings) 
furthered his own love of the game; he even donated eleven marble chess sets 
to the island. The last remaining set can be seen, alongside Fiske’s portrait, in the 


Kasuiy | GNV1391 LSAaMHLYON ° 


259 


= 
= 


260 


Aaswiy | GNW1491 LSIMHLYON ® 


\ \ Kaldagja 


Basavik Bay 


Stori-Moli 


ponent 


Arctic Circle 
Signpost 


Airport 


Sandvik ~~~ ((\ 


\ 


/ General Store 

{ ad 

Harbour w 
Ferry to Dalvik \. 


\ Brattinn 


Handfestuholl \Handfestargja 


_ 
Ljuflingsholl 
(100m) 


Holatjorn 
Lake 
i) 


» yeagesattie Centre 


e 
Midgardakirkja 
* a 


Adasker/ | \ 


i 
s 


Borgarhétdi ~~ 


N 


Arctic Circle 


z X ag 
Veengholl <~ Flatasker 


g y 


Hlidarstapi 


j 
i 


@ Steingerdi 


/~ Grenivik’. _ Flesjar 


Bay 


library inside Muli, which stands on the original site of the school he financed. 
Sadly, hardly anyone plays chess on the island today, though there’s an open-air 
table across from the community centre if you fancy a game. 

A few steps beyond the community centre, the whitewashed walls of the 
village church cut a sharp image against the heavy skies. It seems to be thanks 
to one former priest that this isolated community still exists: in 1793, Grimsey 
came close to being abandoned when a plague swept through the island killing 
almost all the men. The six healthiest sailed to the mainland to seek help, but 
were drowned when their boat capsized, leaving the priest the only able-bodied 
man on the island to fulfil his duties. 

Finally, you’ll find the Arctic Circle marked not by a line but by a signpost 
just past the airport — there’s a picnic bench beneath it, and you can read the 
signpost to find out how far you are from home. 


Around the island 


Setting out from the airport it’s possible to walk round the island following 
the path, across the runway. Thereafter, however, it’s wise to use the cliff tops as 
a guide, as the track soon gets lost amid the many springy tussocks that mark 
this part of the island, as it heads up the hillside to the east coast, by far the 
most dramatic aspect of the island; here sheer cliffs plunge down into the foam 
and the roaring waves of the Arctic Ocean. The promontory you can see from 
here, Eyjarfotur, stretching out to the north, is a good place to watch the birds 
since it affords views out over the sea and back over the low fields around the 
guesthouse and airport where so many species congregate. However, there is 
no area of the island devoid of birds and simply walking around Grimsey, be it 
on the cliffs or in the village, will bring you into contact with various varieties 
of seabirds. Heading south from the headland following the shoreline, the path 
climbs a little as it goes over Handfestuholl from where you can see the rock 
fissures, Almannagja and Handfestargja, in the cliff face. Beyond the small 
islet, Flatasker, the coast swings south heading for the lighthouse at Grimsey’s 
southeastern point, Flesjar. From here the road continues along the west coast 
into the village and back to the harbour. 


island practicalities 
The Sefari ferry (0464 1444 or 464 0000, Wwww.samskip.is; 3hr 30min 


each way; 4340kr return) runs year-round one to three times a week between 
Dalvik and Grimsey; buses from Akureyri connect with services and take about 
an hour. Alternatively, you can fly in from Akureyri three times a week in just 
thirty minutes. 

In summer, day-trippers can make the island relatively busy, so it’s nice 
to linger overnight and have the island to yourself. There are two places to 
stay: the charming Gullsol guesthouse down by the harbour (©467 3190; 
sleeping bag 1900kr, @) is housed in an aluminium-sided home, while the 
equally pleasant Basar guesthouse (0467 3103, ®461 1030, ©losbud@nett 
.is; sleeping-bag accommodation 2000kr, @) overlooks the tiny runway and 
the sea. Breakfast here is an extra 800kr, lunch is 1500kr and dinner 2200kr. 
Camping is permitted anywhere on the island away from the village. The 
other place to eat is at the Krian café above the harbour, which serves burgers 
and chips from noon until 9pm. Next door, the general store is pretty 
well stocked, and closes any time after 5pm. The indoor swimming pool is 
located in the grey building at the southern end of the runway but it’s often 
closed in summer. 
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Travel details 


: Blénduds (2 daily; 45min); Bru (2 daily; 55min); 
The bus details given below are relevant for May to : Reykjavik (2 daily; 3hr); Varmahlid (2 daily; 1h 
30min). 

: Olafsfjérdur to: Akureyri (Mon-Fri 2 daily; 1hr 
: 30min); Arskégssandur (Mon-Fri 2 daily; 1hr); 


September; for winter times, visit ® www.trex.is. 
Akureyri to: Arskogssandur (Mon-Fri 4 daily; 
35min); Blonduds (2 daily; 2hr); Bru (2 daily; 4hr); 


Dalvik (Mon-Fri 4 daily; 45min); Egilsstadir (4 daily; ; 
: Saudarkrokur to: Hofsds (Sun—Fri daily; 45min); 

: Siglufjordur (Sun—Fri daily; 1hr); Varmahlid (2 daily; 
: 30min). 

- Siglufjérdur to: Hofsds (Sun—Fri daily; 1hr); 

> Saudarkrokur (Sun-Fri daily; 1hr 45min). 

: Varmahlid to: Akureyri (2 daily; 1hr 20min); 

: Bru (2 daily; 2hr 25min); Hvammstangi (2 daily; 

- hr 30min); Reykjavik (2 daily; 4hr 25min); 

> Saudarkrokur (2 daily; 30min). 


7 Arskégssandur to: Hrisey (May—Aug hourly; 
: Sept-April every two hours; 15min). 
: Dalvik to: Grimsey (1-3 weekly; 3hr 30min). 


3hr 30min); Hvammstangi (2 daily; 2hr 45min); 
Husavik (4 daily; 1hr 10min); (safjérdur (3 weekly; 
11hr); Myvatn (4 daily; 1hr 30min); Olafsfjérdur 
(Mon—Fri 2 daily; ihr 30min); Reykjavik (2 daily; 
6hr); Varmahlid (2 daily; 1hr 20min). 
Arskégssandur to: Akureyri (Mon-Fri 4 daily; 
35min); Dalvik (Mon-Fri 4 daily; 10min); 
Olafsfjéréur (Mon-Fri 2 daily; 1hr). 

Blonduds to: Akureyri (2 daily; 2hr); Bri 

(2 daily; ihr 45min); Hvammstangi (2 daily; 45min); 
Reykjavik (2 daily; 3hr 45min); Varmahlid (2 daily; 
45min). 

Brui to: Akureyri (2 daily; 4hr); Blondués (2 daily; 
Thr 45min); Hvammstangi (2 daily; 55min); 
Holmavik (3 weekly; 2hr 30min); Isafjérdur 

(3 weekly; 7hr); Reykjavik (2 daily; 2hr); Varmahlid 
(2 daily; 2hr 25min). 

Dalvik to: Akureyri (Mon-Fri 4 daily; 45min); 
Arskégssandur (Mon-Fri 4 daily; 10min); 
Olafsfjdrdur (Mon-Fri 2 daily; 45min). 

Hofsos to: Saudarkrokur (Sun—Fri daily; 45min); 
Siglufjordur (Sun—Fri daily; 1hr). 


- Akureyri to: Egilsstadir (3 weekly; 45min); Grimsey 
> (3 weekly; 25min); Reykjavik (7 daily; 50min); 

: Vopnafjordur (6 weekly; 45min); borshofn 

: (5 weekly; 40min). 


Hvammstangi to: Akureyri (2 daily; 2hr 45min); 


Dalvik (Mon-Fri 2 daily; 45min). 


if } 
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CHAPTER 6 


birdlife and explore surround- 
ing craters, hot mud pools, 
and bathe in the northeast’s 
only geothermal spa. 

See p.267 


Krafla & Leirhnjukur Spend 

a morning hiking around this 
volcano crater and rugged lava 
flow, still steaming after an 
eruption in the 1980s. 

See p.277 


Husavik Iceland’s premier 
whale-watching venue, where 
you’re almost guaranteed 
sightings through the summer. 
See p.279 


Highlights 


%* Lake Myvatn Clock up the * Jékulsargljufur Superb camp- 


ing and hiking amongst heath 
and weird rock formations 

at this deep river gorge and 
National Park. See p.284 


Asbyrgi Huge horseshoe- 
shaped cliff face, reputedly a 
hoofprint made by the Norse 
god Odinn’s eight-legged 
horse. See p.286 


Dettifoss Europe’s most 
powerful waterfall is spectacu- 
lar at the start of summer, as 
glacial melt upstream turns 
the river into a furious brown 
torrent. See p.287 


a Asbyrgi’s horseshoe-shaped cliffs 


Myvatn and the 
northeast 


ortheast Iceland forms a thinly populated, open expanse between 

Akureyri and the Eastfjords, the western half of which is dominated 

by the lava-covered Odadahraun plateau, which slopes gently from the 

Interior to the sea, drained by glacial rivers and underground springs. 
Tourists, along with most of Iceland’s wildfowl population, flock to Myvatn, 
an attractive lake just over an hour’s drive from Akureyri, whose surrounds 
are thick with hot springs and volcanic formations — many of them still 
visibly active — as well as a sublime geothermal spa that is the Northeast’s 
less-touristy answer to the Blue Lagoon. North of here, the pleasant town of 
Husavik offers summer whale-watching excursions, and is just a short jaunt 
from Jokulsargljufur, a broad canyon cut into the wilderness by one of the 
region’s glacial rivers, which thunders through a series of gorges and waterfalls 
—a superb place to spend a few days hiking or camping. 

The eastern half of the region has far less obvious attractions; indeed, the only 
real access to this mix of mountains, lava desert, and boggy lowlands is along the 
coastal road between Husavik and Vopnafjérdur. However, it’s a great place for 
purposeless travel, bringing you close to some wild countryside, breezy coastal 
walks, and small, isolated communities — plus the chance to reach the mainland’s 
northernmost tip, which lies fractionally outside the Arctic Circle. 

The northeast’s main roads are the Ringroad (Route 1), which crosses east 
from Akureyri to Myvatn and then heads out of the region to Egilsstadir; and 
Route 85, which mostly follows the coast via Husavik and Jokulsargljufur to 
Vopnafjordur, before cutting inland and down to the Ringroad. Buses cover 
both routes in peak season — roughly June through to September — though at 
other times services are limited or non-existent; there are also tours of the 
regional highlights, primarily out of Myvatn. If taking your own transport, note 
that as there are few fuel stations between towns it’s best to top up the tank 
whenever you can. The main roads are sound, though not always surfaced and 
sometimes closed at short notice by snow. Minor roads in the area, while not 
necessarily needing four-wheel-drives, may only be open for a month or two 
in summer, so you'll need to find out their condition by asking other visitors 
or by contacting local information centres before tackling them. 

Away from Myvatn and Husavik, services are thinly spread, though most 
settlements have at least a bank, a supermarket and somewhere to stay; 
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elsewhere, there are farmstays, a few hostels, and limitless camping opportuni- 
ties. The northeast’s weather is much drier and often sunnier than southern 
Iceland’s — and this far north it barely gets dark for three months of the year 
— though winters are bitterly cold, with heavy snowfalls throughout. 


Myvatn and around 


Around 100km east of Akureyri on Route 1, Myvatn’s placid, shallow 
spread of water belies its status as one of the country’s most touristed loca- 
tions. Admittedly, Myvatn has had its detractors ever since the Middle Ages 
— when the lake and its steaming surrounds were fearfully dismissed as a pool 
of the devil’s piss — though now it’s the summertime swarms of tiny black 
flies (Myvatn means “Midge Lake”) that are most likely to get up your nose. 
While visitors seek sanctuary behind gauze netting, the flies and their larvae 
provide an abundant food source for both fish and the hundreds of thousands 
of wildfowl, which descend on the lake each year to raise their young. All 
of Iceland’s duck species breed either here or close by on the Laxa, Myvatn’s 
fast-flowing, salmon-rich outlet, and one — Barrow’s goldeneye — nests 
nowhere else in Europe. 

There’s plenty more to hold your attention beyond the birds and bugs. 
Covering over 36 square kilometres, Myvatn sits on the western side of a 
major tectonic fault, eruptions along which not only created the lake itself by 
damming local springs, but also the collection of hulking, flat-topped moun- 
tains away to the southeast, and the cones, craters and oddly contorted lava 
which surround the lakeshore. Due east of Myvatn, the land is still smoking 
and bubbling away at Bjarnarflag where the newly opened Jardb6din nature 
baths harness the earth’s subterranean power to create Iceland’s most agreeable 
geothermal spa. Further east, beyond the Hverir mud pits is the region’s 
hottest spot, northeast in the highlands around Krafla and Leirhnjukur, where 
explosively violent fissures were fully active just twenty years ago. 

Most people base themselves on the northern side of the lake at Reykjahlio, 
Myvatn’s small service centre and home to most of the region’s facilities, 
though a few alternatives are dotted elsewhere around the shore — especially at 
southerly Skutustadir. A good road circuits Myvatn, with tracks and footpaths 
elsewhere; and there are several bus tours offered in season. You could easily 
spend a week picking over the region, though three days is enough time to take 
in the main sights — some people even day-trip from Reykjavik by plane. 

Myvatn looks its best in summer, but can get very crowded then, when 
beds are in short supply and it’s a toss-up to decide whether there are more 
tourists, insects, or ducks. As for the flies: a few bite, but most just buzz irri- 
tatingly around your face — keep them off by buying a hat with attached netting. 
Alternatively, hit a few good days in late spring and, while you’ll miss out on 
some of the bird life, there are no flies, you’ll have the place to yourself and 
could also indulge in cross-country skiing to reach some of the sights. If you 
do this, however, remember that tour operators spend the off-season working 
elsewhere, and facilities will be limited. 
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Getting to Myvatn 

In season, you can reach Reykjahlid, Myvatn’s main service centre, by daily 
buses from Akureyri, Htsavik and Egilsstadir (all May—Aug). Also in summer 
(early July to late Aug), you can get here by bus from Reykjavik via the remote 
Sprengisandur route (see p.337), though this route requires a change of buses 
at Landmannalaugar. Between September and April four buses a week call at 
Myvatn on their way between Akureyri and Egilsstadir. 

Coming in from Akureyri, it’s worth stopping after about 40km at tiny 
FOSSHOLL, where the ice-blue Skalfandafljot (which originates way down 
south at Vatnajokull) tears through horseshoe-shaped basalt canyons in a pair 
of cataracts. The largest of these, Godafoss (Waterfall of the gods), is where 
Porgeir Ljésvetningagodi — the lawspeaker who decided that Christianity 
should be Iceland’s official religion at the historic Albing in 1000 — destroyed 
his pagan statues by pushing them over the falls. It’s a beautiful spot to stop 

268 overnight, and Fossholl itself has a roadhouse with a filling station, a café- 
ay restaurant, and guesthouse (©464 3108, @©fossholl@nett.is; @), which 
also has space for campers. Beyond Fossholl, the other place to pause before 


Myvatn is 10km further on at LAUGAR, a small town with a fuel station, 
bank with an ATM, post office (Mon-Fri 9am—4pm) and a school where 
Fosshotel runs a hotel in the summer (@464 6300, Wwww.fosshotel.is; 
sleeping bag 2300kr; @). From here, it’s another 45km to Reykjahlid along 
Route 1, via Skutustadir (see p.274) at the south end of the lake, where 
there’s alternative accommodation. 


In summer, plentiful food and nesting space make Myvatn the best place to see wild 
ducks in northern Europe and, armed with a pair of binoculars and a little patience, 
you should be able to clock up eighteen species during your stay. Their favourite 
nesting area is in spongy heathland on the northwest side of the lake (given the 
country’s often treeless environment, all Icelandic ducks are ground-nesting), though 
better places to spy on them include Myvatn’s southeastern corner (especially good 
for Barrow’s goldeneye); the Laxa outflow on the western side of the lake (for harle- 
quin ducks); and even the shore at Reykjahlid (anything). Female ducks tend to be 
drably coloured, to blend in with vegetation while incubating their eggs, and unless 
otherwise stated, the following descriptions are of breeding males. 

Several types of duck at Myvatn have a black head, and black-and-white body 
(females with a brown or russet head and grey elsewhere). The most celebrated is 
the locally abundant — though otherwise rare — Barrow’s goldeneye, easily identified 
by a characteristic white comma-shaped patch between the manic golden eye and 
bill. They live here year-round, and their courtship displays start in late April: males 
stretch their necks out towards a potential partner until their beak touches the water, 
then flick their heads backwards; females respond in a similar manner. Keep an eye 
open too for their cute, black-and-white-striped chicks. Barrow’s goldeneye are most 
likely to be confused with either the similar-looking tufted duck or scaup, though 
neither share its “comma?” — tufted ducks also have a droopy back-swept crest, while 
the scaup has a grey, not white, back. 

Myvatn’s other speciality is the harlequin duck, which sports unmistakable chest- 
nut, white and blue plumage, though as indicated by its Icelandic name — strauménd, 
stream duck — is less likely to be seen on the lake than bobbing in and out of rough 
water on the Laxa. In fact, adult harlequins prefer the sea and spend as little time 
inland as possible, arriving to nest in late April and moving on by mid-July. Other 
marine ducks spending their summers at Myvatn include the scoter, a uniquely all- 
black diving duck, which in Iceland breeds only at Myvatn, and the long-tailed or old 
squaw, another strikingly patterned bird with a summer plumage including a black 
neck and crown and very long, pointed tail (the similar pintail has a white throat, 
though so does the long-tail in winter). 

One species largely absent from the lake is the eider, which nests mostly up along 
the Laxa — both sexes have wedge-shaped bills and a distinctive low posture in 
the water; the two-tone males have subtle pastel pink and green touches on their 
chests and napes. The eider’s bulky build comes into its own at sea, where the birds 
gather into huge “rafts” and calmly ride out heavy swells, as unsinkable as a fleet of 
lifeboats. They pad their nests with special down, and it’s this which is commercially 
collected (after the ducks have moved on) for stuffing cushions, sleeping bags and 
the like — a small but profitable business in Iceland. 

Otherwise, you'll be fairly familiar with most of Myvatn’s ducks, which are primarily 
freshwater species. Some of the more plentiful include the mallard; the red-headed 
pochard; the long-beaked merganser and goosander, and the wide-beaked 
shoveler; widgeon, with their coppery heads and vertical blond streak between the 
eyes; the uniformly nondescript gadwall; and teals, who sport a glossy red head 
and green eyepatch. 
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Reykjahlid and the lake 


Given the number of visitors who invade each summer, REYKJAHLID is 
surprisingly insubstantial — just a thin handful of services and a couple of resi- 
dential streets up at Myvatn’s northeastern corner, where Route 1 from Akureyri 
and Egilsstadir and the Husavik road converge. Marking the western edge of 
things, Reykjahlid’s church is worth a look, less for the neat white structure 
itself than the lava flows either side. These date to August 1729, when erupting 
fissures 10km northeast at Leirhnjukur (see p.277) rounded off a prolonged spell 
of activity. Fast-flowing lava descended from the hills and covered three nearby 
farms, but was mysteriously deflected around the low-lying church — some say 
by the cemetery wall, others (in keeping with similar cases elsewhere in Iceland) 
by prayer. A carving on the pulpit depicts the church of the time under threat, 
and check out the lava too: there are some good stretches of rope-lava pavements, 
and plenty of fissures caused by escaping gases. Other than this, Reykjahlid’s 
main attraction is its swimming pool (daily 10.30am—9pm; 280kr), shallow but 
long and with the usual complement of hot pots. 

On a cold day you'll see steam rising from small cracks in the ground all around 
Reykjahlid, and for a closer look walk just southeast of the Husavik-Route 1 
intersection, where you'll find Storagja, the most accessible of Myvatn’s sunken 
hot springs, hidden in amongst the rough scrub and lava.A ladder and rope reach 
down into the two-metre-wide cleft from ground level, and it was a popular 
bathing hole until it cooled during the 1990s (it’s now around 25C), allowing 
harmful algae to invade. Some people do still swim here, but at the risk of getting 
any cuts or grazes infected — best stick to the swimming pool. 

The lake shore around Reykjahlid is flat and good for bird-watching, 
with a few pairs of rare slavonian grebes — sleek diving birds with yellow 


Tours from Reykjahlid 


Tours from Reykjahlid cover various sights around Myvatn, and can also get you 
northeast to J6kulsargljufur, and south to the Askja caldera and Kverkfjdll. Most 
operate only from around June until August, and need to be booked a day or so in 
advance. Note that the Krafla area is served by a bus from Reykjahlié and Skutustadir 
(see p.274), which then continues to Dettifoss (See p.287) and that an easy walking 
(or off-road bike) trail runs from Reykjahlié to Dimmuborgir (p.273), making coach 
tours of these regions redundant. 

The main bus tour, run by Hote! Reykjahliéd (see Practicalities opposite), is out to 
Lofthellir Ice Caves (June—Sept daily; 7700kr), frozen lava caverns discovered in 
1989 and impossible to locate without local knowledge; this tour needs a minimum of 
four people to operate. Further afield, the SBA bus company based in Akureyri (© 550 
0700; Wwww.sba.is) also runs a trip to Krafla and Dettifoss (1900kr; see p.287); 
while Myvatn Tours (©464 4196, Wwww.isholf.is/myvatntours) heads south across 
the Interior’s lava fields to Askja (9000kr; see p.339) — both operate as lengthy day 
trips (late June to Aug), though you can arrange with them in advance to go out one 
day and return another. There’s also a three-day expedition operated by SBA depart- 
ing on Mondays from early July until late August to ice caves and glacier traverses at 
Kverkfjdli and Vatnajokull (20,200kr; see p.340). Groups of three or more people can 
set up four-wheel-drive tours to the Krafla area and Dettifoss (6-8hr; 9000kr) or Askja 
(8—10hr; 10,000kr) with Highland Expedition Tours (© 464 3940; ® www.fjallasyn.is). 

For scenic flights, Myflug Air (© 464 4400, ®www.myflug.is) out of Reykjalid can 
take you for a spin over Myvatn and Krafla, or out to Askja and Dettifoss, or out to 
Grimsey — trips last from twenty minutes to two hours and cost 5000-20,000kr. 


tufts behind the ears — nesting each year; take the short track to the water 
from opposite the Reynihlid hotel and you should find them. There’s also a 
fair chance of spotting red-necked phalaropes, small waders with pointy 
beaks and a distinctive red stripe, which perform “pirouettes” on the water; 
this creates a whirlpool which sucks up bottom-dwelling bugs on which the 
birds feed. The northeast bit of Myvatn is also the only place that you don’t 
need a boat to go fishing on the lake, though you will require a permit (see 
“Practicalities” for more on this and gear rental); stocks of trout and arctic char 
are generally good, though for salmon you’re better off on the Laxa (see p.275). 
Several people in Reykjahlid have smoke houses for curing fish — there’s one 
at the Elda guesthouse — which you can buy direct or through the store; in the 
absence of timber they use dried sheep-dung for smoking, and the results are 
somewhat coarser than wood-smoked fish. Ash from the process is also used to 
preserve duck eggs by simply burying them in it for several months, turning 
the yolks green and the albumen a clear, smoky brown — they sound revolting 
but actually have a pleasantly mild, alkaline flavour. 


Practicalities 


Reykjahlid is strung out along 500m of road on Myvatn’s northeastern shore. 
The main focus is the well-stocked Samkaup/STRAX supermarket and fuel 
station (daily: summer 9am—10pm; winter 10am—6pm) at the eastern side of 
“town”; there are also toilets here. The tourist office can be found in the grey 
building to the right of the supermarket (June—Aug daily 9am—9pm; © 464 
4390, ©infomyvatn@est.is). Immediately behind you'll find a post office 
and bank (Mon-Fri 9am—4pm), with a summer-only ATM; and further back, 
beyond a clutch of houses, is the swimming pool. About 250m west along 
the shore, past several places to stay, is the church, behind which is Reykjahlio’s 
airstrip. Buses pull up outside the supermarket; remember that Reykjahlio is 
often confusingly marked “Reynihlid” on bus timetables. There is a payphone 
outside the post office, and Internet access at the Bjarg campsite beside the lake 
(250kr for 30min; see below). 

For food, make sure you try some smoked fish, along with hverabraud — bread 
baked in the underground ovens east at Bjarnaflag (see p.276) — both of which 
are available at the supermarket and a stall outside Hotel Reynihlid. Reykjahlid’s 
eating options are currently limited to the % Gamli Berinn (daily 10am— 
midnight), a cosy café-bar in a converted farmhouse next to Hotel Reynihlid 
— packed solid around noon when tour buses pass through — with a good but 
pricey selection of sandwiches (600kr), cooked meals (1900kr), cakes, coffee, 
and beer. There is also talk of setting up a less upmarket cafe inside the tourist 
office next to the supermarket. 


Accommodation 

Accommodation is very tourist-season oriented. Prices are high at peak times, 
falling heavily in winter — if establishments even bother to open. In summer, 
the main source of sleeping-bag accommodation is Hlid, though it’s more 
widely available off-season; if all of Reykjahlio is full, there’s further accom- 
modation in Skutustadir (see p.274). Reykjahlid’s two campsites are at Bjarg 
and Hlid, with other options around the lake at Vogar (p.272) and Skutustadir 
— camping elsewhere is prohibited. 


h Bjarg Beside the main road overlooking the = facilities, this lakeside establishment rents out 
lake © 464 4240, © ferdabjarg@simnet.is. : two comfortable double rooms between April and 
As well as a campsite with laundry and kitchen - December. @ 
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Elda Helluhraun 15 © 464 4220, Wwww.elda.is. 
Friendly, family-run business utilizing four places 
around Reykjahlié with the option of single, double 
and triple rooms. Rates include breakfast. Sleeping- 
bag accommodation available in low season only at 
1750kr per person. Internet access for guests. @ 
Hlid Off the airstrip road behind the church © 464 
4103, Wwww.simnet.is/hlid. Good budget option 
with nice views over lake, town and distant 
mountains. Very spacious campsite with a laundry, 
bathrooms, hot-tubs and kitchen; a roomy, self- 
catering bunkhouse favoured by tour groups 

with around a dozen four-person dorms, plus a 
large kitchen and dining area; and self-catering, 


: four-person cabins. Camping 600kr, sleeping bag 

> 1800kr, made-up bed 2800kr. 

: Reykjahlid On the lakeshore between the 

: supermarket and church © 464 4142, @www 

: .feykjahlid.is. Well-organized, low-key hotel over- 

: looking the lake, whose pleasantly laconic owner 

: and relaxed furnishings make it feel more like a 

- guesthouse. Self-catering or b&b. @ 

> Reynihlid Next to the church © 464 4170, 

> @www.myvatnhotel.is. A modern, upmarket motel- 
- like affair whose well-furnished tastefully deco- 

: rated rooms in contemporary Nordic style have the 
: edge over those at the Reykjahlid. This is also the 

: best place to book excursions from Myvatn. @ 


The lakeshore 


Moving clockwise around Myvatn from Rekjahlid, you follow Route 1 down 
around the lake via the hamlets of Vogar and Skutustadir to where the Laxa 
drains westwards, then cross the river and take a minor road up the west shore 
and back to town. This circuit is about 35km long in itself, but there are several 
places to make fairly extensive detours away from the lake, principally Grotagja 
hot springs; the rough lavafield at Dimmuborgir and Hverfjall cone, east of 
the lake; and Vindbelgjar peak, on Myvatn’s northwestern side. Aside from 
the highly visible wildfowl, keep your eyes peeled for ptarmigan, arctic foxes 
and maybe even gyrfalcons. Also note that erosion is a serious problem at many 
popular sites and that you should stick to marked paths where you find them. 

As there are few tour options available at present, you really need your own 
vehicle — either a car, or bicycle — to circuit the lake; with a car, you can fit the 
main sights into a long day. You can of course walk (many of Myvatn’s residents 
spend Good Friday circuiting the lake on foot in memory of Christ’s walk to 
Golgotha), and should at least tackle the well-marked, eight-kilometre trail that 
links Reykjahlid with highlights at Grotagja, Hverfjall and Dimmuborgir. There 
are also some harder routes to distant formations south and east of the lake, for 
which you'll need patience for crossing lava and a copy of the Landmelingar 
Islands Myvatn 1:50,000 map — the tourist information office might have these, 
otherwise Akureyri’s bookshops are the nearest source. 


Vogar and Grotagja 
Heading south from Reykjahlid, you pass sheep pens built of lava blocks, and 
the first small stands of birch that appear in patches all down the eastern lake- 
shore. Big chunks of lava by the roadside also mark the edge of a vast expanse of 
volcanic detritus — once out of the woods you'll realize how extensive this is. 
Only about 2km from Reykjahlid, VOGAR is a handful of farms offer- 
ing comfortable beds and camping (©464 4303, Wwww.vogarholidays.is; 
camping 600kr, sleeping bag 2100kr, doubles including breakfast @). There’s 
no store here, but you can eat in the Cowshed Café (8am—10pm in summer) 
— try the hverabraud and smoked trout, drink coffee or beer, and even watch 
the cows being milked (7.30am & 5pm). From here, it’s another couple of 
kilometres northeast along a gravel road to Grotagja, the best-known of 
Myvatn’s flooded fissures. From the outside, the lava is heaped up in a long, 
5m-high ridge; entering through a crack, you find yourself in a low-ceilinged 
tunnel harbouring a couple of clear blue, steaming pools (one for men at 
48°C, one for women at 44°C), lit by daylight through the entrance. The 


drawback 1s that unless you’re here in winter — when the women’s pool is 
just about bearable for a quick immersion (take care on the rough rocks) 
— Grotagja is a bit too hot to get into, though it is cooling down each year. 
There are more comfortable hot pools elsewhere at Myvatn, however, and if 
you're lucky locals may show you their favourites — some are superb in winter, 
when you have to climb down the ice into them. 


Hverfjall and Ludent 

Around 3km southeast of Vogar, Hverfjall (also marked as Hverfell on some 
maps) 1s Myvatn’s most easily identified landmark, looking just how a volcano 
should: broad, conical and strewn with black rubble and rocks, it’s a classic 
tephra cone, made of consolidated ash and pumice. At 2500 years old, Hver- 
fjall is also a bit younger than the lake, and its rim (400m) presents a satisfying, 
straightforward climb from the end of the access road (1.5km) off the highway. 
Two hours is ample time for a slow ascent and circuit of the kilometre-wide 
caldera, which is a great way to orient yourself: immediately west lie the lake’s 
flat blue waters, its scattering of islands and convoluted shore; views north take 
in the town, steaming thermal areas, and the plateau harbouring Krafla (despite 
the distance, you can usually hear steam vents on the mountain roaring away); 
southeast lurks Ludent, beyond which lava stretches out to the distant string of 
impressively solid rhyolitic table-top formations of Burfel, Heilagsdalsfjall and 
Blafjall. Give yourself an extra hour if you plan to climb down in to Hverfjall’s 
flat-floored crater, where previous visitors have left giant yellow graffiti by 
scraping away the dark topsoil — don’t add to their destructive mess. 

If you enjoyed Hverfjall, it’s worth trekking the additional 5km out to see 
Lident’s similar formations (if you’re driving, you'll need a four-wheel- 
drive for the soft black sand along the way).The track curls around Hverfjall’s 
south side and then bears southeast, rising to cross a line of rough-edged, 
overgrown volcanic blisters and miniature outlying craters on the abrupt 
western edge of the Myvatn fault. A further kilometre across the rift and 
you're on top of the iron-rich, red gravel slopes of Ludent’s main crater; 
the rim lacks Hverfjall’s symmetry, being partially collapsed and invaded by 
several secondary cones — the one directly north is almost as wide as Luident, 
and slightly higher at 490m. Look back the way you’ve come and there’s a 
superb line of sight right along the rift wall. It’s possible to carefully circuit 
Ludent’s crater, but — properly equipped for navigation and a camp-out 
— you'll get more by following the rift south for 7km from here to Seljahjal- 
lagil; see “Grazenvatn” on p.274 for more on this. 


Dimmuborgir 

Back on the lake road a kilometre or so south of the Hverfjall junction, another 
access road east brings you to Dimmuborgir after 1500m, a collection of 
weird, crumbled and contorted lava towers set amongst the birch scrub. This 
was once a lava lake, whose crust had solidified by the time its containing wall 
collapsed, allowing the liquid underneath to drain out but leaving the crust as a 
broken-up mess behind. Taller formations may have been where steam erupted 
through the deep pool of molten rock, cooling it enough to form surface-high 
columns which were left standing on their own once the lava drained away. All 
this aside, you could easily spend a couple of hours on Dimmuborgir’s marked 
paths, examining the rocks’ unexpected and indescribable shapes; none of the 
forms is very tall but every inch is differently textured, all finished in tiny twists 
and spires. A moon-shaped hole in a wall at Gatklettur beautifully frames 
Hverfjall to the northeast; otherwise Dimmuborgir’s highlight is the lava cave 


aye} au} pue Q!UeIyAeY | ASVAHLUON 3HL ONV NLVAAW So 


273 


= 
ms 
< 
i 
=| 
= 
be 
4 
= 
= 
mi 
=< 
Oo 
oad 
mad] 
= 
rm 
= 
” 
ce] 
DD 
@ 

< 

Zz. 
pat] 

= 
Ox 
se) 

— 

oO. 
(om al 
=F 
14) 

pe) 

= 
Mm 


274 


known as Kirkja, the Church, about half an hour east from the entrance — what 
looks like a giant burst bubble of lava, into which around twenty people could 
comfortably squeeze. 


HoOfdi, Kalfastrond, and around Grezenvatn 

A couple of kilometres south past Dimmuborgir on the lake road, the private 
nature park H6f6i marks the first specific lakeside stop. Stack-like formations 
and tiny islets in the crystal-clear waters here attract birds in some numbers, 
while the flower-strewn birch woodland along the shore offers good cover 
for watching them. A local speciality is the great northern diver (known 
as “loon” in the US), which nests here; with luck you'll see the less common 
red-throated variety too, along with countless Barrow’s goldeneyes — this area is 
their main hangout. Across the inlet at Hofdi, Kalfastr6nd is a long peninsula 
with similar appeal; get here by taking the next turning after Hofdi, then walk- 
ing around the shoreline from the farm area. 

Rounding Myvatn’s southeastern corner, you pass where the lake’s springs 
well up below the waters, though this is invisible except in winter, when their 
warmth stops the surface from freezing. A kilometre further on, the tiny hamlet 
of GARDUR marks a two-kilometre road south to Grenvatn, both a farm 
and much smaller satellite lake of Myvatn. The lake isn’t that interesting, but 
the farmhouse is, roofed in turf and sided in timber and basalt blocks; built in 
the late nineteenth century and now one of the oldest buildings in the region, 
it’s still lived in. 

The farm also marks the start of some serious cross-lavafield hikes. The easiest 
follows a rough vehicle track for 15km south to Sellandafjall’s steep slopes 
— the northwest corner is the best place to try an ascent. Alternatively, take the 
track for about a third of the way, then follow the edge of the lava approximately 
southeast for 4km to the impressive gorge Gyduhnjuksgil. Another option is 
to head 10km southeast from Grzenvatn across the lava to Blafjall’s wild escarp- 
ments, north of which are a couple of steep-sided canyons — one, Seljahjallagil, 
is strikingly faced in hexagonal columns — though there’s an easier route here 
from Lident. Don’t attempt any of these hikes without at least the Landmzlin- 
gar Islands Myvatn 1:50,000 map and orientation skills; carry all the water you'll 
need; and give yourself at least two days for a return trip to any one of them 
— the lava is rough and very slow going. Away from the lakeside area, you can 
camp anywhere you’re lucky enough to find a suitable spot to pitch a tent. 


Skutustadodir 


Three kilometres west of Gardur, SKUTUSTADIR is an alternative base to 
Reykjahlid, a small knot of buildings right by the lake comprising a church, a 
store with basic supplies, a café and fuel pump, plus several places to stay. 
Running most of these amenities is the comfy Sel-H6tel Myvatn (9464 4164, 
W www.myvatn.is;@), which also rents out bikes; diagonally opposite, its more 
modern rival Hotel Gigur (©460 2000, ®www.keahotels.is; @) has better 
views. Budget accommodation is provided by the Skutustadir guesthouse, next 
to Sel-Hotel Myvatn, which has self-catering rooms and also runs the lakeshore 
campsite (© 464 4212; camping 650kr, sleeping bag 2500kr, @). If you're after 
smoked fish, the smoke house Reykhusid Skutust6dum, on the road in front 
of the church, sells salmon, char and trout at around 2000kr per kilo. 
Whether or not you stay the night, Skutustadir’s pseudocraters, on the lake- 
shore right in front of the hamlet, warrant a close look. Looking like bonsai 
volcanoes, pseudocraters are created when lava pours over marshland, boiling 


the water beneath, which bursts through the solidifying crust to form a cone. 
They tend to occur in clutches around the lake shore, though most of Myvatn’s 
islands are also pseudocraters, including the largest, Geitey — a mere 30m high. 
There are about a dozen closely packed together at Skutustadir, known as 
skutustadagigar, and it takes about an hour to walk from the campsite around 
the collection of grassy hillocks, following paths and boardwalks. 


The west shore: the Laxa, Vindbelgjarfjall 
and Neslond 


Another 4km west from Skutustadir the Laxa drains quickly out of Myvatn 
through a collection of low, marshy islands and starts its journey northwest 
towards the sea at Husavik. Route 1 continues west towards Fosshdl and 
Akureyri, but for the western side of the lake, turn over the bridge here 
onto Route 848. Immediately across the Laxa there’s a rough parking area, 
from where a walking track follows the river’s rapids upstream for about 1km 
— before they head seawards in late June, you'll almost certainly see big groups 
of harlequin ducks here, along with geese, phalaropes and whooper swans. 

Past here, the lake circuit continues north for 12km along Myvatn’s western 
shore, passing small, black-sand beaches where the Icelandic National Parks set 
up canvas bird-watching hides in summer. Beyond rises the unmistakably tall 
Vindbelgjarfjall (529m), whose access track leaves the main road at a sharp 
bend just before Vagnbrekka farm — don’t attempt driving this in anything less 
than high-clearance four-wheel-drive. On foot, it takes about twenty minutes 
along this track to reach an obscure path up the back of the mountain, marked 
with white pegs; if you find yourself in a seriously boggy patch, you’ve gone 
too far. Once through lowland heather and scrubby thickets, it’s scree all the 
way around the top — quite slippery and steep — but the scramble to the cairn 
marking the summit only takes around thirty minutes, from where there are 
dramatic views of the mountain’s steep east face and over the lake. 

Past the mountain, the main road clips more pseudocraters — less visited 
and more tightly packed than Skttustadir’s — before passing a track eastwards 
into Neslénd, a marshy, scrubby bird-breeding area. Access is restricted to the 
track in summer, though you can see plenty of birds on nearby ponds, including 
divers and grebes. At the end of the road is Ytri-Neslénd farm, whose late 
owner amassed a truly extraordinary collection of stuffed birds covering just 
about every species that it’s possible to see in Iceland. The future of this place 
is uncertain, though you might be able to arrange a visit through regional tour 
operators — but don’t turn up here unannounced. Past the Neslond turning, it’s 


another 8km back to Reykyahlid. 


Jardbodin nature baths and around 


While Myvatn’s immediate surrounds appear fairly stable, the plateau rising just 
outside town at Bjarnarflag and extending northeast is anything but serene, 
the barren, pock-marked landscape pouring out lively quantities of steam and 
— when the mood takes it — lava. Even so, this being Iceland you can see not 
only how destructive such events have been, but also how their energy has been 
harnessed by the local community — not only are there two thermal power 
stations in the area, but locals have set up an unusual bakery to make use of 
the abundant free heat. This is also the location for the wonderfully relaxing 
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Jardb6din nature baths, a large geothermal pool just off the Ringroad, 
building on the centuries-old tradition of using the area’s plentiful hot water 
for bathing. Beyond here, still on the Ringroad, the bubbling mud pools at 
Hverir are definitely worth a stop en route to the Krafla volcano, reached by 
a detour north along a sealed track. The mountain and the neighbouring plains 
at Leirhnjukur, still dangerously hot after a particularly violent session during 
the 1980s, are Myvatn’s most geologically active region. 

From mid-June until August a daily bus to Krafla from Skutustadir 
and Reykjahlid stops at these sights then continues on to Dettifoss (see 
p.287). There’s also a marked, though tiring, 12km hiking track direct 
from Reykjahlid to Krafla. With your own vehicle, follow Route 1 east to 
Bjarnarflag (4km from Reykjahlid) and Hverir (6km), and then turn north to 
the Krafla area (13km). 


Jareboodin nature baths to Hverir 


Only 4km from Reykjahlid, Bjarnarflag is a thermal zone on the lower slopes 
of Dalfjall, a long faulted ridge pushed up by subterranean pressures that runs 
northeast to Krafla itself. Bjarnarflag has a small geothermal power station 
— Iceland’s first, built in 1969 — in front of which there’s a blue-white pond. 
Indeed, runoff water from the power station has been harnessed to create the 
% Jardb6Gin nature baths (June—Aug daily 10am—midnight, Sept—May daily 
noon-10pm; 1100kr; Wwww.jardbodin.is), a sublime outdoor pool measuring 
5000 square metres and containing a mix of minerals, silicates and geothermal 
micro-organisms. This is the northeast’s version of Reykjavik’s Blue Lagoon 
— but without the crowds. It’s worth making every effort to get here because 
the atmosphere is very different to its more famous cousin in the southwest; 
it’s altogether less commercial and quieter, which leaves more space for bathers. 
Here you can loll to your heart’s content in the aquamarine waters, disappear- 
ing from time to time in the clouds of steam which rise above the pool. The 
water here is roughly 38-40°C, though you should take extra care when passing 
close to the pipes which feed the pool with boiling water, each clearly marked 
with a danger sign. It’s also a good idea to remove any copper or silver jewellery 
before entering the pool since the high sulphur content of the water can cause 
discolouration. In addition to the pool, there’s a rectangular-shaped hot pot and 
a couple of steam saunas which are perfect for whiling away a couple of hours. 

Next door to the nature baths, still on the south side of the highway, a brick- 
works makes a good landmark for locating Bjarnarflag’s underground bakery. 
This sounds much more technical that it really is; the “bakery” is simply a 
few small pits dug into the superheated, steaming soil between the road and 
brickworks, each covered with weighted dustbin lids or sheets of scrap metal. 
Rye dough is mixed with yeast and molasses in a cardboard milk carton and 
left underground for a day, where it transforms into neat, rectangular loaves 
of heavy hverabraud — “steam bread” — which is especially delicious eaten 
hot with butter. This isn’t the only such bakery in Iceland, but it is one of the 
largest; what isn’t made for private consumption is sold through various outlets 
in Reykjahlid. People sometimes cook other things in here too — such as the 
Icelandic speciality of boiled sheep’s head — so prepare for a shock if you lift the 
lids for a look (though residents would rather you left their ovens alone). 


Namafjall and Hverir 
Immediately east of Bjarnaflag, the road twists up and over Dalfjall; on the way, 
look for a big split in the ridges north, marking the line of the Myvatn rift. 


4 Mud pots, Hverir 


The high point south of the road’s crest is Namaffall, streaked in grey gypsum 
and yellow sulphur deposits — these were once mined and exported for use 
in gunpowder — and there’s an easy twenty-minute track to follow through soft 
mud to the summit’s stony outcrop. The whole Myvatn area is spread below; 
in particular, look for Hrossaberg to the southwest, a large exploded vent with 
ragged edges simmering quietly away between here and Hverfjall. 

The road meanwhile descends Namafjall’s eastern face, and at the base you'll 
find Hverir, a large field of solfataras, evil-smelling, blue-grey belching mud 
pools. These are caused by groundwater percolating downwards for over a 
kilometre to magma levels; heating then forces it back to the surface, where it 
exits through the sticky red soil at 200°C. It’s essential to follow boardwalks and 
guide ropes here; every year someone leaves them and sinks knee-deep into 
the scalding pools. These, however, are docile compared with the accompany- 
ing steam vents, where rocks, gravel and earth have been burst upwards like a 
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bubble to form waist-high, perforated mounds through which vapour screams 
out ferociously. 


Krafla, Viti and Leirhnjukur 


Up in the hills north of Hverir, the area around the Krafla volcano has been 
intermittently erupting for the last three thousand years and shows no signs of 
cooling down yet. Krafla itself (818m) was last active in the 1720s during a 
period known as the Myvatn Fires, which began when the west side of Krafla 
exploded in 1724, forming a new crater named Viti (Hell); earthquakes over the 
next five years opened up a series of volcanic fissures west of Krafla at Leirhn- 
jukur, producing the lava flows which so nearly destroyed Reykjahlid’s church. 
More recently, a similar spate of earthquakes between 1977 and 1984 reopened 
the fissures running north from Leirhnjukur in what came to be called the Krafla 
Fires, and it’s this mass of still-steaming lava rubble that is the main draw today. 

A marked hiking trail connects Reykjahlid with Leirhnjukur, while the 
vehicle access road runs north off Route 1 beyond Hverar6nd, passing right 
under piping from Leirbotn power station on the way. By harnessing steam 
vents in the area it was hoped to achieve a 60 megawatt output, but — aside from 
construction of the plant unfortunately coinciding with the Krafla Fires — one of 
the boreholes exploded during drilling to form an artificial crater (dryly known 
as Sjalfskapar Viti, “Homemade Hell”). For years the station ran at half capacity, 
though newly opened bores have put things back on track; these are what you 
can hear (and see) roaring away like jet engines up on Krafla’s flanks. 

After Leirbotn, the road heads steeply uphill to a plateau; at the top, continue 
straight ahead for 500m to Viti, or turn left for short walking tracks to Leirh- 
njukur. Viti is a deep, surprisingly attractive crater, sided in steep brown gravel 
slopes and flooded with aquamarine-coloured water; a slippery track runs around 
the rim through atmospheric low cloud and plenty of real steam hissing out of 
bulging vents. Leirhnjukur, on the other hand, is compellingly grotesque, and a 
testament to the lasting power of molten rock: twenty years on, and the ground 
here remains, in places, too hot to touch. Tracks from the parking area cross older, 
vegetated lava before climbing onto the generally darker, rougher new material, 
splotches of red or purple marking iron and potash deposits, white or yellow 
patches indicating live steam vents to be avoided — not least for their intensely 
unpleasant smell. Pegs mark out relatively safe trails around the field, between 
giant, solidified bubbles, smooth lava pavements, and impossibly cracked, split and 
twisted mounds. From the high points you can look north towards where the 
main area of activity was during the 1980s at Gjastykki, a black, steaming swathe 
between light green hills. As usual, apply common sense to any explorations and, 
in winter — when you'll have to bring your own gear along and ski out here 
— avoid shallow depressions in the snow, indicating warm areas beneath. 


The northeast 


Just a brief drive from either Akureyri or Myvatn, Husavik is northeast Iceland’s 
largest town, and the start of the 290-kilometre run eastwards around the coast 


on Route 85 to Vopnafjordéur, through a barren, underpopulated countryside 
(most people left in the late nineteenth century following the volcanic activ- 
ity at Askja). The regional highlights are whale watching out from Husavik 
itself, and the gorges, waterfalls and hiking at Jokulsargljufur National Park, 
while elsewhere the scattering of small fishing towns and understated landscape 
of moorland and small beaches have their own quiet appeal. Don’t forget that 
you're almost inside the Arctic Circle here, and summer nights are virtually 
non-existent, the sun just dipping below the horizon at midnight — conversely, 
winter days are only a couple of hours long. From mid-June until the end of 
August, buses run daily from Myvatn, Akureyri and Husavik to Jokulsargljufur; 
for Route 85 along the northeast coast, there’s a year-round service via Husavik 
as far as the town of Porsh6fn. 


To Husavik 

Coming from Akureyri, Husavik is a straightforward 90km or so northeast 
along Route 85; coming from Myvatn, the quickest way is by following 
Route 87 for 55km northwest from Reykjahlid. Either way, the journey ends 
up by following the Laxa and its tributaries, with a chance to detour along the 
way to Grenjadarstadéur, around 35km from Myvatn, where a nineteenth- 
century church and block of turf-roofed farmhouses are well insulated from the 
icy prevailing winds. Now a museum (June—Aug 10am—6pm; 400kr) contain- 
ing household items and farming implements from days gone by, the estate 
was founded in medieval times, when it counted as one of the best holdings 
in all Iceland — a contemporary altar cloth from the original church is now in 
the Paris Louvre. A couple of kilometres south, the small Laxarsté6déar hydro 
station is a monument to environmental terrorism: plans to expand the project 
by building a new dam had to be shelved after locals, resisting the flooding of 
their homes, blew up the construction site in 1970. 

North of here, Route 85 touches the edge of the prehistoric Adaldalshraun 
lava flow, which runs almost all the way on up to the coast; if you haven’t 
yet had enough of lava rubble, exploded bubbles and pseudocraters, both 
Dinghtisid Hraunber (© 464 3695, ©thinghus@simnet.is; self-catering, meals by 
arrangement; @ including breakfast), or Hafralekur (© 464 3561, © 464 3461; 
self-catering, sleeping bag 2000kr, @ including breakfast), are fine places to pull 
up and spend the day exploring. Back on Route 87, Hveravellir is a spread of 
steam-heated greenhouses growing and selling house plants and vegetables; on 
the roadside here, Heidarber (© 464 3903, © heivei@mmedia.is; camping 800kr, 
sleeping bag from 1650kr) has summertime accommodation and a good swim- 
ming pool. Both routes join up north of these places and run up to Husavik 
in around 20km. 


Husavik and around 


Approaching HUSAVIK from the south, you come over a crest and see the 
town sitting below Husavikurfjall on a rare dip in the otherwise high coastline, 
the blue-green bay out front patched by cloud shadows and a couple of islands. 
This attractive setting was the site of one of the earliest recorded settlements 
in Icelandic history, after the ninth-century Swedish rover Gardar Svavars- 
son wintered here while making the first circumnavigation of the country; the 
shelters he built gave Husavik (House Bay) its name. It’s also said that two of 
his slaves decamped during his stay and afterwards established a farm, though 
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later historians — looking for nobler lineages than this — tend to overlook the 
possibility that they were the mainland’s first permanent residents. 

The area’s economy focused on sheep-farming until hit by the nationwide 
depression of the late nineteenth century — caused in part by the 1875 erup- 
tion of Viti in the Askja caldera (see p.339) — when those that could switched 
to fishing, or emigrated to Canada or the US. The remaining farmers, who felt 
exploited by trade monopolies, formed Kaupfélag Pingeyinga, a cooperative 
that bypassed middlemen and traded directly with merchants from Newcastle in 


England, an enterprise successful enough to survive right until 2000. Nowadays, 


Husavik has reinvented itself as one of the best places in Iceland to go whale 
watching; so dependent now is the town on this summer income that Husavik 
led criticism within Iceland of the government’s decision in late 2006 to 
resume commercial whaling. The town’s only other draw is the newly relocated 
Icelandic Phallological Museum, formerly in Reykjavik, which is now up 
and running in the town centre with its eye-opening collection of penises and 
all matters penile or testicular. Otherwise there isn’t a huge amount to do here, 
though the town and adjacent coast make a pleasant place to stock up before 
tackling the northeast’s rather less well-supplied stretches. 


Arrival, information and accommodation 


Supporting a population of around 2500 people, Husavik is small, with almost 
all services, including banks (with ATMs), KASKO supermarket, and the 
post office, within a short walk of the church and harbour along main-street 
Gardarsbraut. Buses stop at the Esso and Shell filling stations on the main 
road, with services running as far as Akureyri and Porshéfn (year-round), 
and to Asbyrgi and Dettifoss in JokulsdrgljGfur National Park (mid-June to 
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August only). The tourist information office (0464 4300; June—Sept daily 
10am—6pm; closed Sun in June; Wwww.markthing.is) is inside the supermarket, 
50m north of the church on Gardarsbraut, and is good at locating inexpensive 
lodgings. Internet is available at the library (Mon-Thurs 10am—7pm, Fri 
10am—5pm; Sept—May also Sat 11am—3pm) for 5kr per minute. 

Husavik’s swimming pool (June-—Aug Mon-Fri 6.45am—9pm, Sat & Sun 
10am—6pm; Sept-May Mon-Fri 6.45am—10am & 6pm—9pm, Sat & Sun 
10am—4pm; 300kr) is on the main road north about 200m up from the harbour, 
opposite the sports field. Horses can be hired through Saltvik farm, about 5km 
south of town on the Akureyri road (9847 9515, Wwwwskarput.is/saltvik); 
they offer anything from riding lessons for beginners to a nine-day tour into 
the Interior. For car hire, try Bilaleiga Husavikur at Gardarsbraut 66 (© 464 
2500 and ©892 3436, ©@b.h@simnet.is). 


Accommodation 

If you’re stuck, the tourist information counter knows of otherwise unadver- 
tised rooms in private homes; the usual deal is sleeping-bag accommodation 
with or without breakfast. Htsavik’s fine campsite (May—Sept only; ©®845 
0705) is about 300m up the road from the church on the northern edge of 
town (a flat rate of 750kr per person per night, irrespective of how long you 
stay), with toilets, laundry, a cooking area and sheds for sheltering from inclem- 
ent weather. 


BS Arbol Asgardsvegur 2 © 464 2220 or 861 
7606, M www.simnet.is/arbol. Friendly 
guesthouse in an early twentieth-century wooden 
building, with bright rooms and helpful manage- 
ment. Advance booking recommended; room rates 
include breakfast. @} 
Adalbjorg Birgisdottir Baldursbrekka 20 © 464 
1005, © mariam@simnet.is. Plain and simple 
accommodation in a retired couple’s house, with 
use of a spotless kitchen; they don’t speak much 
English. Sleeping-bag accommodation 1800kr.@ 
Emhild Olsen Baldursbrekka 17 © 464 1618 or 
863 4199. Opposite Ada/bjorg’s, this is another 
basic guesthouse with use of a kitchen. Sleeping- 


: Fosshotel Husavik Ketilsbraut 22 © 464 1220, 

: @www.fosshotel.is. Newly renovated welcoming 

: place, with 70 cosy rooms and an inhouse restau- 
: rant. Try for rooms 304, 320-329 or 404 which 

: all have balconies and reasonable views out over 

: the sea. @ 

: Kaldbaks-kot 3km south of Hlsavik at Kaldbakur 
- on the main road ® 464 1504 or 892 1744, 

> Wwww.cottages.is. Self-contained pine cabins 

: with TV, kitchen and bathroom on a rise overlook- 
: ing the sea and town; can arrange horse riding and 
: fishing. Fifth night free, and reductions of 30-40 

: percent from Sept-May. Cabins for 4-8 people 


- 8900-12,900kr a night. 
bag accommodation 1800kr. @ 


The Town 


Backed by a newer residential area, Htsavik’s small core of early twentieth- 
century corrugated-iron and weatherboard businesses cluster around the church 
and harbour, which face each other across the main street, Gardarsbraut. The 
church dating from 1907 is an elaborate wooden structure, with complex eaves 
and a green painted roof, while the harbour is a good place to see marine ducks, 
especially long-tailed (old squaw) and eider — both extremely common all along 
the coast in spring. Views west across wide Skjalfandi bay take in the heights 
of the peninsula opposite, inhabited until its extraordinarily mountainous terrain 
prevented roads and power being supplied in the early 1960s, after which its scat- 
tered farms were abandoned. Look north up the coast and you may be able to 
spot Lundey, a small, uninhabited flat-topped island famed for its puffins. 

Also at the harbour is Husavik’s excellent Whale Centre (daily: May & Sept 
Sam—5pm; June—Aug 9am—7pm; Wwww.icewhale.is; 600kr), sited in an old 
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slaughter house. Inside, an informative collection of models, photos, relics, and 
even ten full-size skeletons unnervingly suspended above you — all taken from 
beached or drowned whales — along with several continually playing videos, 
fill you in on cetacean biology, the history of whaling in Iceland and today’s 
environmental threats caused by pollution. Pick of the exhibits are pieces of 
tremendously hairy baleen plates, with which filter-feeding species strain their 
nourishing plankton diet like slurping soup through a moustache. 

Just around the corner from the Whale Centre, at Hedinsbraut 3a, is an 
altogether more earthy exhibition that has become a firm favourite with local 
women’s guilds. The Icelandic Phallological Museum (late May—early 
Sept daily noon—6pm; 500kr; Wwww.phallus.is), flushed with success from 
its previous site in Reykjavik, has now relocated to Husavik, even attracting a 
grant from the Icelandic parliament to fund the move. Inside is a collection of 
the penises of virtually every mammal found either in Iceland or its offshore 
waters. More than ninety specimens are displayed in jars of formaldehyde and 
alcohol, from the sizeable member that once belonged to a young male blue 
whale, now hollowed out, salted, dried and placed on a wooden plaque, to that 
of a rogue polar bear found drifting on pack ice off the West Fjords, shot by 
Icelandic fishermen and then unceremoniously butchered. Nor have testicles 
been neglected: a lampshade made of ten rams’ scrotums sees to that. Although 


Whale watching at Husavik 


The whale-watching industry in HUsavik started in the 1990s, after whalers hit by a 
1989 moratorium realized that there was still good money to be made by taking tour- 
ists out to find the creatures. Though the Icelandic government allowed commercial 
whaling to resume in late 2006, whale stocks remain high, and if you put to sea in 
summer off Husavik the chances of seeing at least one species are good. Dolphins, 
porpoises and medium-sized minke whales are seen more frequently, with much 
larger humpback whales runners-up; these are identified by lengthy flippers and 
their habit of “breaching” - making spectacular, crashing leaps out of the water. 
Similar-looking fin whales are the next most likely candidates, with rarer sightings of 
colossal blue whales; orca, or killer wnales; and square-headed sperm whales. For 
some reason, only males of the last species are found in Iceland. 

Cruises generally head directly across the bay from Husavik — this can be rough in 
a northerly wind - where you'll come across puffins and other sea birds fishing; the 
whales obviously move around a lot but boat crews are expert at locating them. Most 
of the time you'll see little more than an animal’s back, fluke or tail breaking the surface 
in the middle distance, and perhaps jets of water vapour as they breathe; if you’re 
lucky, whales swim right under the boats, lie on their sides looking up at you, or breach. 
And you might, of course, see nothing at all - though as tour operators advertise sight- 
ing rates, you can check before booking whether much has been seen recently. 

Whale-watching trips run at least daily (5-6 times daily in July and early Aug) from 
May through to mid-September (including some evening trips), and last around three 
hours; it’s best to buy tickets in advance. Husavik’s two operators are Gentle Giants 
Whale Watching (© 464 1500, ®www.gentlegiants.is), who operate from the ticket 
office beside the Sa/ka restaurant (see opposite) and charge 3700kr; and the award- 
winning North Sailing Husavik (© 464 2350, @www.northsailing.is), who are based in 
the Gamli Baukur restaurant (see opposite) and charge 3800kr. Both use a range of 
converted, enclosed wooden whaling boats seating around forty people (though you 
spend most of the time outside on deck), and provide essential full waterproof gear, 
hot drinks and biscuits: differences between the two companies are minimal. Bring 
binoculars and plenty of warm clothing. 


a human specimen has escaped the collection to date, the museum does 
have several close seconds: a certificate signed by Pall Arason, a farmer in his 
eighties from Bugi near Akureyri, who’s agreed to donate his apparently ample 
wedding tackle to the museum on his death; the misshapen foreskin of a 
40-year-old Icelander, nameless to save his blushes, donated by the National 
Hospital after an emergency circumcision operation in 2002; and plaster casts 
and photos of three erect former museum visitors from Britain, America and 
Germany which leave nothing to the imagination. 

For further stimulation after the delights of the Phallological Museum, walk 
back past the church for 150m along Storagardur, and Husavik’s library is just on 
your left, housing an informative local museum (daily June—Aug 10am—6pm; 
Sept-May Mon-Fri 9am—5pm, Sun 4—6pm; 400kr; W www.husmus.is); if you 
turn up when they’re quiet the engaging curator, Gudni Halldorsson, may give 
you a personal tour. Amongst the usual domestic and farmhouse memorabilia, 
there are bits of medieval weapons found near the town, the impressive family 
tree of a local woman born in 1904 showing her descendants back to the time 
of the Settlement, and the wooden room in which Husavik’s cooperative was 
founded. Downstairs glass cases house stuffed representatives of Iceland’s indi- 
genous fauna, including a further hapless polar bear, this one killed in 1969 on 
Grimsey after drifting over from Greenland on an ice floe — an event that the 
staff here are not proud of. The museum’s newest section is devoted to the town’s 
maritime history and includes a collection of rowing and fishing boats, as well 
as an illuminating video showing the day-to-day lives of a hard-working fishing 
crew which, until the 1950s, had barely changed in over a thousand years. Before 
you leave, don’t miss the impressive collection of one hundred thousand beer 
bottle labels zealously put together by a local man who, oddly, was teetotal; the 
labels are kept in folders by the entrance to the maritime section downstairs. 

Past the library, the road runs out of town to the lower slopes of Husavikur- 
fjall, where a belt of trees marks the entrance to winter ski slopes. Out of 
season, it’s about an hour's climb to the hilltop transmitter tower, with further 
views down on the town and gently steaming fells to the north — locals have 
private hot tubs up there, fed by underground hot springs. 

On a bright day, the coast around Husavik offers some good, easy walks and a 
chance to rack up your bird-watching tallies. The kilometre-long beach imme- 
diately south of the harbour is a fine place to start, or you can head 10km south 
to Laxamyri homestead at the junction of the Akureyri and Reykjahlid 
roads. A gravel track here leads out to the mouth of the Laxa at AErvik, a small, 
flat bay of black volcanic sand.The river itself ends with a steep, turbulent flurry 
— attractive both to salmon and to harlequin ducks — before spilling onto the 
beach for the final few hundred metres to the sea. 


Eating and drinking 


The supermarket itself has a decent range of meat, fish, fruit and vegetables 
even in winter; and booze is available from the vinbaé at Tangata 1 (Mon— 
Thurs 1lam—6pm, Fri 11am—7pm, Sat 1lam—2pm), about 200m south of the 
harbour and a couple of streets back. If you don’t fancy fuel-station burgers, 
try either of Husavik’s two harbourside restaurants: the 2% Gamli Baukur, a 
wood-panelled, mid-range place with top marks going to their grilled cod 
with sautéed vegetables and basil (1950kr) and boiled salmon in butter sauce 
(2050kr); or Salka, next to the Whale Centre, which serves up similar fare (fish 
dishes around 1900kr) but has more of a café-bar atmosphere. The cheapest 
pizzas in town can be found at the restaurant inside the Fosshotel, with a 12-inch 
pepperoni number costing an exceptionally good-value 920kr. 
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The Tjornes peninsula and on to 
JOkulsargljufur 


North of Husavik, the Tj6rnes peninsula is a rather broad, stubby mass whose 
roller-coaster roads are cut by numerous small rivers. A few kilometres from 
town in this direction there’s a roadside monument to the locally born patriotic 
poet Einar Benediktsson, one of the key figures of Iceland’s early twentieth- 
century nationalist movement. Past here, now 5km from town, the headlands 
drop to low beaches, reached along vehicle tracks from the road, where you 
should find the usual melange of seabirds, including purple sandpipers, puffins, 
black guillemots and gannets; in spring, look out for divers (loons) heading to 
Myvatn. Walking along the beach, it’s also not unusual to find yourself being 
followed offshore by seals. 

Moving on, the cliffs soon return and 10km from Husavik there’s another 
track off the main road marked Tjérnesh6fn, which descends steeply to a tiny 
boatshed and harbour looking straight out to Lundey.A shingle beach stretches 
in both directions below the cliffs, though a small river to the north may stop 
you heading that way; south there’s also seaweed and pleistocene-period fossil 
shells in the headland’s layered, vertical faces. These are mostly bivalves, and if 
you want to see more of them there’s a fossil museum 2km up the road at 
Hallbjarnarstadir (© 464 1968; June—Aug daily 10am—6pm; 300kr). Indeed, 
the most ancient fossils in the Tj6rnes area are several million years old and date 
from before the Ice Age. Such is their rarity that the peninsula has become a 
place of study for geology students from across the world. 

Tjornes’ northern tip is a further 7km beyond the museum; park your 
car when you see the transmitter tower and follow the cliff-top footpath 
past a far-from-fragrant puffin colony to Voladalstorfa, a lighthouse from 
where it’s possible to pick out a very remote Grimsey to the northwest, and 
Manarayjar, a couple of closer volcanic islets that haven’t experienced any 
stirrings for over a century. From here, the main road rounds the peninsula 
— at which point you can see northeast over the bay to Kopasker (p.287) 
— and continues 40km east across the Bakkahlaup, a complex of shallow 
lakes at the JOkulsa 4 Fyjdllum delta, to Asbyrgi and the northern end of 
JokulsargljGfur National Park. 


Jokulsargljufur National Park 


Cutting into the northeast’s rocky inland plains some 60km east of Husavik, the 
tongue-twisting Jokulsargljufur National Park encloses a thirty-five-kilo- 
metre-long stretch of the middle reaches of the Jokulsa a Fjollum, Iceland’s 
second-longest river that originates almost 200km south at Vatnajokull. For 
much of its journey through the park the river flows through the mighty Jokul- 
sargljufur, a canyon which is 120m deep and 500m wide in places, forming 
several exceptional waterfalls and an endless array of rock formations. There are 
two key sights: the Asbyrgi canyon, a huge, horseshoe-shaped rockface located 
in the north of park; and Dettifoss, Europe’s most powerful waterfall, at the 
park’s southern boundary. In between, the silt-laden river cuts its way between 
stark grey gorge walls, though all this is set against an unusually fertile backdrop: 
over half of the country’s native plant species are found here, and in summer 
the heathland above the gorge is lush and splashed pink and white with flowers 
— except in a couple of places, however, trees are rare. 


Me, Hiisavik Me, Kopasker 


Park practicalities 


With three or four days to spare, 
the park can be thoroughly investi- 
gated on foot along marked hiking 
tracks, the longest of which follows 
the west side of the gorge for 35km 
between Asbyrgi and Dettifoss. If 
you're pushed for time, two roads 
run between Asbyrgi and Dettifoss, 
and then continue south to Route 
1 east of Myvatn — note, however, 
that these are unsealed and may 
be closed by bad weather even 
in summer, and you should seek 
advice before using them; they 
rarely open before mid- to late 
May. The F862 runs down the west 
side of the gorge, and is usually 
open for only a couple of months 
each year; the Asbyrgi-Dettifoss 
section can be OK, if rough, but a 

the stretch south from Dettifoss Yas Vigabjarg 
to Route 1 is four-wheel-drive- 
only. The east side of the gorge 
is covered by Route 864, which 
is generally fine all the way from 
Asbyrgi, past Dettifoss, and down 
to Route 1. 

Between mid-June and the end 
of August, two bus routes cover 
the park: one from Akureyri via 
Husavik and Asbyrgi to Dettifoss; 
and one from Myvatn via Grims- JOKULSARGLJUFUR & 
stadir (see below) to Dettifoss; both NATIONAL PARK 
travel down the eastern side of 
the gorge on Route 864, and ‘W Myvatn 
their schedules overlap so that it is 
possible to complete the whole journey in one go. 

Within the national park, the sole accommodation is camping at one 
of the three designated sites (600kr per person), which get notoriously busy 
in summer — camping elsewhere is prohibited. The only other options are 
outside the park: either 7km west of Asbyrgi at Lundur (465 2247, Wwww 
.dettifoss.is; camping 550kr, sleeping bag 2100kr, beds 2750kr; double room ©), 
with a pool and restaurant; or 20km south of Dettifoss at the southern end of 
Route 864, just before the Ringroad, at either Grimstunga I farm (© 464 4294; 
breakfast by arrangement; sleeping bag 2400kr, made-up beds 3400kr); or next 
door at Grimsstadir (© 464 4292; camping 500kr, sleeping bag 1800kr) — note 
that, despite its prominence on maps, Grimsstadir is not a town and that there 
are no stores here. 

Bring along all supplies: the nearest shops are wherever you’ve just come 
from, though there’s a small store at the roadhouse just outside the park 
at Asbyrgi (see below). The best map of JokulsargljGfur is the inexpensive 
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national park brochure available from the park headquarters. Local weather 
is quite cool, though rain is probably the worst you’ll experience from July 
through to September. 


Asbyrgi and the park 

Coming from Husavik along Route 85, there’s little sign in the otherwise bare 
landscape of the natural wonders just south of the road. Look for the road- 
house (daily 9am—10pm), which sells fuel, fast food, and a pretty good range 
of bread, cheese, veg, camping gas, and other essentials; just before you reach 
it, a track heads south to Asbyrgi. A short way down here you'll find a golf 
course and the park headquarters (mid-May to mid-June & mid-Aug to 
mid-Sept daily 8am—7pm; mid-June to mid-Aug daily 8am—10pm; rest of the 
year Mon-Fri 8am—4pm; © 465 2359; Wwww.ust.is), where you can pick up a 
map, find out when the next bus is due, and organize camping.The two local 
options are either right next to the headquarters, where the facilities include a 
laundry with drying cupboards, barbeque and tables, payphone, children’s play 
area and shelter (showers are an extra 200kr); or the overflow area about 5km 
down the road near Asbyrgi itself. 

At this end of the park the gorge is very broad and not immediately evident, 
the river having shifted course long ago leaving a flat grassland between low 
walls. One of these rises behind the park headquarters as Eyjar, a long, flat- 
topped island of rock which can be scaled easily enough from its northern end, 
giving a good view of this rather open region of the park. Better though, is 
Asbyrgi, where the road dead-ends at a pond fringed in birch and pine woods 
beyond which rises a vertical, ninety-metre-high amphitheatre of dark rock 
patched in orange lichens and home to a colony of gurgling fulmars. Legend 
has it that this is the hoofprint of the Norse god Odinn’s eight-legged steed 
Sleipnir, though geologists believe that the canyon was carved by a series of 
titanic jokulhlaups that flooded out from underneath Vatnajokull. Just avoid it 
in the late afternoon, when the sun catches the cliffs: it looks great, but half of 
Iceland descends to watch. The view from the top is spectacular too, though 
inaccessible from here — you need to follow the Dettifoss trail (see below). 


Asbyrgi to Dettifoss 

It takes around two days to walk the largely easy route from Asbyrgi to 
Dettifoss (35km), with an overnight stop along the way at Vesturdalur (11- 
14km from Asbyrgi depending on route) — though you'll see plenty even if you 
just make a return day-trip to Vesturdalur. The easiest way to pick up the trail is 
to head past the roadhouse and turn immediately south down the As farm road; 
about 50m along you'll see a wooden signpost and pegs by the roadside which 
mark the way. Alternatively, cross from the park headquarters below the golf 
course to where you'll find a rope hanging over an 8m ledge, and pull yourself 
up to the same path. Either way, follow the trail along the clifftop and you soon 
exit the tight birch scrub onto an open heathland; about an hour from camp 
will find you looking north from the rounded rocks atop of Asbyrgi. 

There are two trails to Vesturdalur from here; one short-cuts south (8.5km) 
but for a fuller view of the gorge, take the longer track (11.5km). This crosses 
east over the heath for a couple of kilometres — look out for plovers, redshanks, 
godwits, ravens and short-eared owls — suddenly bringing you to the brink of 
the gorge, where jutting rocks offer a good perch for looking down at the grey 
river rushing smoothly across a shingle bed. The trail now follows the gorge 
south, crossing intermittent sections of green heath and dark basalt, joining up 


with the short-cut from Asbyrgi and then entering a brief, slow section of ashy 
sand. Once through this, a side track makes the short climb to Raudholar, the 
remains of a scoria cone whose vivid red, yellow, and black gravel is a shock after 
the recently monochrome backdrop. Past here you descend to Hjédaklettar, 
where the noise of the river — which funnels violently through a constriction 
at this point — is distorted by hexagonal-columned hollows in huge, shattered 
cliffs. There are some weird formations to poke around in here, and it’s one of 
the few places on the hike where you’re almost at river level. The path then 
crosses Route 862, with the Vesturdalur campsite (toilets and fresh water) 
about a kilometre away, sited by a pleasant, if sometimes boggy, meadow. 

Over the next 8km, the trail moves above the river and then down to 
the marshy Hélmatungur, where underground springs pool up to create 
three short rivers which flow quickly into the Jokulsa through some thick 
vegetation. The trail crosses the largest of these tributaries, the Holma, on a 
bridge just above where it tumbles into the main river. Upstream from here 
on the Jokulsa’s east bank, the prominent face of Vigabjarg marks where 
the formerly mighty Vigarbjargfoss ripped through a narrow gorge, before a 
change in the river’s course dried it to a trickle sixty years ago. From here it’s 
another 8km to the twenty-seven-metre-high Hafragilsfoss, an aesthetically 
pleasing set of falls whose path through a row of volcanic craters has exposed 
more springs, which mix their clear waters with the J6kulsa’s muddier glacial 
flood (there’s a particularly good view of Hafragilsfoss off Route 864, on the 
eastern side of the gorge). 

A final tricky couple of kilometres of scrambling brings you to the park’s 
southern limits at Dettifoss, where the dirty white, violent river rips across a 
twisted basalt bed before dropping 45m with enough force to send the spray 
hundreds of metres skywards. Again, the best — and closest — vantages are actu- 
ally from the eastern side of the river. On the western side, Route 862 meets 
the end of the hiking trail, where there’s a basic campground (no amenities) 
for hikers wanting to overnight here. After Dettifoss, it’s worth carrying on a 
further kilometre upstream to Selfoss, where a diagonal fault across the river 
has created a long, but only ten-metre-high, cascade. 


The northeast coast 


After Asbyrgi, Route 85 continues around the northeast coast past a string of 
small communities — Kopasker, Raufarh6fn, Porsh6fn and Vopnafjordur 
— relying on fish-processing, rather than catches themselves, for their main 
industry. There are a couple of historical echoes here, but mostly it’s the land- 
scapes which are memorable: the flat, marshy Melrakkaslétta which lies just 
outside the Arctic Circle; the fells and dales of the foggy Langanes Peninsula; 
and a score of little black sand and shingle beaches strewn with huge piles of 
driftwood and disproportionate numbers of whale strandings. These were 
once something of a windfall for local landowners (the term hvalreki, literally 
“whale wreck”, implies “jackpot” and is used nowadays for lottery winnings), 
providing meat, oil, bone and various tradeable bits, such as sperm-whale teeth. 
In saga times, people would actually fight for possession of these riches, but 
today a whale stranding is a bit of a burden, as the law demands that the land- 
owner is responsible for disposing of the carcass — not an easy matter in the 
case of a thirty-ton sperm whale. In summer, the region is also infested with 
nesting birds (you'll see orange warning signs asking you to slow down as 
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you pass key nesting grounds), the well-camouflaged, fluffy chicks guarded by 
overprotective parents — this can make getting out of the car something of an 
ordeal at times, as you risk being divebombed by terns and plovers. Otherwise, 
there’s good camping potential along much of the coast, with plenty of soft 
grass. Buses go as far as borshdfn; while Vopnafjordur marks the end of the 
coastal road, and routes divide here westwards back to Myvatn, or southeast to 
Egilsstadir and the Eastfjords. 


’ ] 
r i 


From the Asbyrgi junction it’s another 40km north to the port of 
KOPASKER, first following the edge of the Jékuls4’s broad delta where 
fish are farmed in large round ponds, then the gravelly Oxafjérdur coast. The 
village looks small on approach, but is actually tiny, with an outlying church 
marking a short side-road off the highway into the town’s simple square of 
streets beside the harbour. The church is next to a Settlement-era assembly 
site, giving Kopasker a surprisingly venerable historical anchor, and a new 
slaughterhouse has brought relative prosperity, but otherwise the town is best 
known for suffering a severe force-eight earthquake in January 1976, thanks 
to activity at Krafla (see p.277). Kopasker has just enough room for a school 
with sculptures made from local rocks decorating its lawn, a bank (Mon-Fri 
noon—4pm), post office with a public payphone outside, supermarket, fuel 
station, a campsite just as you enter town (with a tiny attached café), and a 

r youth hostel-cum-guesthouse (©465 2314 or 861 2314; Wwww.hostel 
is; sleeping-bag accommodation 1700kr, ®) at Akurger6i 7: although they’re 
officially only open May—Oct, there’s a good chance they’ll open up for you 
out of season too if you call ahead. 
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A Képasker 


Melirakkasletta and towards the Arctic 
Circle 


After Kopasker, the road passes through the partially-greened slopes of the low 
Leirhafnalfjoll range, a string of early nineteenth-century cinder cones, and 
then turns northeast into the empty horizons of the Melrakkaslétta tundra 
(literally Arctic Fox plain), which forms Iceland’s northernmost peninsula. It 
might not look that inspiring, but in its own way the Melrakkaslétta has as 
much wildlife as Myvatn: a coastline of shingle and sand beaches pulls in plenty 
of wading birds; while the tundra and an associated mass of small, fragmented 
lakes attract big nesting colonies of eider ducks and arctic terns, as well as whim- 
brel and the otherwise rare grey phalarope, along with both of Iceland’s diver 
(loon) species. To cap all this, Melrakkaslétta is also visited by large numbers of 
non-resident birds, including barnacle geese, arctic redpoll and knot, migrating 
between Europe and Greenland or Canada — they pass through in late April and 
early May, and return with young in September. 

For a quick look at the coast, turn north off Route 85 around 16km from 
Kopasker, and follow an eight-kilometre track to the abandoned farm Grjotnes, 
from where a footpath follows gannet-infested cliffs for 3km to the flat-topped, 
sheer-sided headland of Raudinupur. Meanwhile, the main road brushes the 
shore between some long lagoons; climb the small rise here and you can look 
south along the geological fault that runs all the way down to Myvatn. Shortly 
afterwards, the square-sided Porgeirsdys lighthouse lifts 21 metres out of 
the horizon, marking Hraunhafnartangi, widely regarded as the mainland’s 
northernmost extremity — a mere 2.5km outside the Arctic Circle. To get to 
the lighthouse, leave the road and take the gravel and rock path that follows the 
bay’s shoreline here, heading for the “No Entry” vehicle sign ahead of you; allow 
an hour for the return walk though in summer, nesting birds make this virtually 
impossible without a helmet. Head past the lighthouse and cairn, and up onto 
the loosely piled stone sea wall to see the grey-blue Arctic Ocean pounding 
the far side. The harbour here, beside the lighthouse, known as Hraunh6fn, was 
first used during the Middle Ages when pack ice regularly closed the harbour 
in nearby Raufarhofn, forcing boats to put in here instead. According to Frost- 
bredingasaga, the cairn beside the lighthouse is the final resting place of the 
warrior after whom the lighthouse is named, one Porgeir Havarsson; he once 
slayed fourteen men in defence of this place. As evocative and dramatic as this 
windswept location may be, it is not technically Iceland’s most northerly point; 
that honour goes to the headland just to the west, Rifstangi, which is fraction- 
ally longer than Hraunhafnartangi. 


Raufarhofn 
Iceland’s northernmost town, RAUFARHOEN sits on the Melrakkaslétta’s 
eastern coast some 54km from Kopasker and 10km beyond Hraunhafnartangi. 
In the 1960s Raufarhofn was at the core of Iceland’s herring industry, and the 
town’s salting plant processed more herring than anywhere else in the coun- 
try, providing seasonal work that attracted a floating population of thousands. 
Times have changed, however: the 1990s saw the town’s prosperity ebb away as 
demand for herring dried up and the plant shifted to hiring Polish workers to 
freeze and export Russian cod to the US. Today the factory limps on freezing 
fish for export. 

In an attempt to breathe new life into Raufarhofn, the owners of the local 
hotel (see p.290) are creating an Arctic version of Britain’s Stonehenge, which 
they’re hoping will entice tourists to this often overlooked corner of Iceland; 
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narrow-minded locals, however, have even called for the hotel’s owners to leave 
the village, deriding their plans at every turn. Known as Arctichenge (Wwww 
.arctichenge.com), the stone circle, which is currently under construction and 
being loosely modelled on its more famous counterpart, aims to act as a giant 
sundial to catch and train the long hours of sunshine in this part of the coun- 
try during summer. Due to be completed within the next couple of years, the 
structure will be over fifty metres in diameter and three metres high, consisting 
of dozens of sunports (open windows) and four main gates through which the 
sun, climatic conditions willing, will shine. 

The main road runs straight through Raufarhdfn, with the turning to the 
harbour and church on the northern side. On this road by the harbour, 
at Adalbraut 2, you’ll find the good-value A Hétel Nordurljds (465 1233, 
© ebt@vortex.is, Wwww.raufarhofn.is; sleeping bag 1800kr, ®), run by the 
charming husband and wife team, Erlingur and Agusta. The only other accom- 
modation is the campsite at Raufarhdfn’s south exit by the swimming pool. 
In between are the post office (Mon-Fri noon—4pm), bank, and a general 
store. The town’s only restaurant is at the hotel, with harbour views from its 
outdoor terrace. The hotel also rents out kayaks (2000kr a day, including all 
safety gear) to explore Melrakkaslétta’s lakes. 


Raudanes, PoérshOfn and the Langanes 
peninsula 


Out of Raufarh6fn, it’s 65km to Porshofn ascending high, rocky heathland as 
the road heads inland and south. Around halfway you catch a glimpse of the 
coast before rounding the knife-edge scree atop Vidarfjall, then it’s down to 
ground level again around Svalbard — historians reckon the farm here is one 
of Iceland’s oldest, though the modern, nondescript buildings give no visual 
evidence of this. Just north on the coast from here, Raudanes is a particu- 
larly attractive headland where an easy 7km marked footpath takes you to 
tall, layered cliffs, caves, a couple of beaches, plenty of surf and birdlife (there 
used to be a huge puffin colony here too, but they were cleared out by feral 
minks) — it’s a great spot to stretch your legs for few hours. On a good day, 
views from the road beyond reach out to Gunnolfsvikurfjall, a ridge of hills 
at the southeastern end of the goose-necked Langanes peninsula — which 
juts out to the northeast for 35km along the divide between the Arctic Ocean 
and warmer North Atlantic, and so is frequently fog-bound in a fine, wet 
mist — and the higher Heljardalsfjoll (931m) to the south, whose summit just 
brushes the clouds. 

Likeable MORSHOEN is a compact, busy little place with terminally pot- 
holed roads at the base of the Langanes peninsula, and marks the limit of local 
buses, which head back west along Route 85 to Husavik and Akureyri (year- 
round Mon-Fri at 2pm). The town is just somewhere to stock up, though 
Langanes offers some good hiking across grassy fells and moorland out to an 
uninhabited coast, where — unlike Iceland’s more popular outdoor venues — you 
won't have to share the experience with hordes of drunken campers. The road 
enters borsh6fn from the south, and runs for 250m past a church, grassy camp- 
ground (free, with toilets and sink — head to the pool for a shower), bank (with 
ATM), post office and fuel station (which has the last fuel for at least 80km), 
to an intersection. Turn right here, and the road heads uphill to the Lonid 
supermarket (Mon-Fri 8.30am—6pm, Sat 11am—1pm), which also houses the 
local vinbudé (Mon-Thurs 5pm—6pm, Fri 4pm—6pm) and a modern pool and 
sports centre (Mon-Thurs 4pm—8pm, Fri 3pm—7pm, Sat 11am—2pm, 300kr); 


turn left for Eyrin, the town’s only bar and a restaurant serving pizzas from 
1500kr, burgers 900kr, fresh halibut steak at 1990kr and lamb cutlets 1360kr, 
though the fuel station dishes up the usual staples. Accommodation is either 
at the flag-flying Lyngholt guesthouse just before the pool at Langanesvegur 
12 (©468 1238 or 468 1239, Whttp://frontpage.simnet.is/karenrut; ®) with 
rooms sharing facilities, or the small and slightly better Hotel Jorvik diagonally 
opposite the pool at Langanesvegur 31 (468 1149, ©468 1399, @jorvik 
@netfang.com; sleeping bag 2000kr, ©), which offers meals, self-catering 
accommodation, and a fantastic view over the sea. 

To bypass town and stay on the coastal road, turn right at the church, but 
to explore Langanes carry on through town and follow the gravel road 15km 
northeast to # Ytra Lén farm, a snug and friendly, self-catering youth hostel 
(©468 1242 or 854 3797, Wwww.mmedia.is/~ytralon; 1700kr; double room 
©) — it’s very small though, so book in advance. Open year-round, this is a 
working sheep farm (they also collect eider down in season); there’s the chance 
to join in or just observe working life — the annual rettir, or sheep round-up, 
takes place in late September — fish local streams for trout, or plan a hike. There 
are a couple of good full-day circuits to be made, though to get to the Fontur 
lighthouse at Langanes’ tip you’ll need to camp out overnight; keep your eyes 
peeled for gyrfalcons while you walk. 


Bakkafjorour and Vopnafjorour 


Heading on from Pérshdfn, Route 85 crosses the base of Langanes, then rejoins 
the coast and meets the Atlantic for the first time above Finnafjordur, a deep 
bay with campsite and self-catering accommedation at Fell farm (© 473 1696, 
© fell@li.is; camping 500kr, ®), where you can also pick up fishing licences 
for the short rivers in the area. From here it’s a fairly uninterrupted run to 
Bakkafj6rdur and Vopnafjérdur — the smallest and largest of the northeast- 
ern communities — and routes out of the region. 

Forty kilometres from bérshéfn, BAKKAFJORDUR is an isolated cliff-top 
community of rich, reclusive fishermen, some 5km off the main road. As the 
region’s smallest settlement the village endures much “butt of the world’’-type 
humour, and in truth there’s not much here beyond the store Kauptin (which 
also houses the village post office and public telephone), located at the end of 
the one and only main road overlooking the sea, and obligatory salting plant: 
the self-service fuel pump outside the store takes credit cards. However, there’s 
nowhere to eat or stay other than the summer campground. If you do stay, a 
good day’s walk can be had over the humpy Digranes headland, and around a 
rocky coastline to the Svartnes lighthouse. 


Vopnafjorour 
South of Bakkafjordur, the road cuts inland again and suddenly acquires a sealed 
surface, the first in a long while. About 25km along, a good side road (signed 
“Selardalslaug’”’) leads 3km southwest down the Sela, to where a small riverside 
swimming pool (daily 7am—11pm; free) complete with basic changing rooms 
and showers utilizes the northeast coast’s only economically viable hot spring. 
A further kilometre upstream along a jeep track brings you to Selarfoss, a five- 
metre-high tumble of clear, emerald green water — there’s a fish ramp beside the 
falls for the salmon in the river. 

It’s a final 7km along the main road past Sela, over Nipslon lagoon, to 
VOPNAFJORDUR, a relatively sizeable town arrayed on a steep hillside 
facing east over a fjord of same name. A predictable place with a large harbour 
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and all the usual services, the region around town featured in several intercon- 
nected Settlement-era tales of clan feuding known as the Vopnafjér6 sagas 
— appropriately enough, Vopnafjordur means “Weapons Fjord”. Other claims 
to fame include a reputation for sunshine, the fact that the 1988 Miss World, 
Linda Pétursdottir, grew up here and that the area was once a favourite holiday 
destination for Britain’s Prince Charles who favoured the local salmon fishing; 
the town was also the emigration point to the US and Canada for around 
two thousand impoverished farmers and their families, after their lands to the 
southwest had been blighted by poisonous fallout from the 1875 eruption of 
Viti in Askja (see p.277). Canada, which at the time had a “populate or perish” 
policy, offered subsidized passages for anyone wanting to migrate, and sent 
ships to take them. Vopnafj6rdur’s information centre (©473 1565), in a 
restored, yellow-painted corrugated-iron warehouse next to the fish factory 
on Hafnarbygg6, has a small photo exhibition on the migrants, along with a 
few stuffed birds. 

The slope that Vopnafj6rdur sits on forms the eastern side of the Kolbein- 
stangi peninsula, the tip of a narrow, mountainous ridge that runs 35km 
northeast from the Interior’s high plateaux, backing the town in rock. You 
can follow this right out to the end by taking the road past the hotel and 
harbour to where it splits; bear left, but leave the track soon after and go 
cross-country along the stony ridges for 3km to the sea. In the opposite 
direction, there’s a less easy walk to the town’s transmitter tower, featuring 
marshy saddles, rounded stone outcrops and flint-like shards everywhere. 
The top is extremely barren, with views southwest to Bustarfell (see below) 
and down steep cliffs to the broad, black beach south of town — a bit too 
windswept to justify a trip in its own right — where the remains of a modern 
shipwreck labour in the shallows. 

Vopnafj6rdur’s exposed campsite (©473 1300) is sandwiched between the 
top road, across from the school, and the middle road, Lonabraut, which is 
where you'll also find the bank and post office near the church. The super- 
market, Kauptaun (Mon—Thurs 9.30am—6pm, Fri 9.30am—6.30pm, Sat 10am- 
4pm) and only central accommodation, Hotel Tangi (© 473 1840; ®), are one 
street below again, on the harbour road, Hafnarbyggd. The nearest farmstay, 
Gistiheimilid Skjél (© 473 1332, ®473 1362; sleeping bag 1700kr, @), is about 
2km south of town on the main road and has a kitchen, laundry, and horses. 
Hotel Tangi’s restaurant serves up a reasonable, if expensive, range of lamb, fish, 
chicken, pasta and pizza dishes: otherwise, the fuel station sells snacks. 


From Vopnafjorour to Myvatn and 
Egilsstaodir 


Fill up before you leave Vopnafjérdur; to the south, there’s no fuel available for 
at least 120km on the main road, while northwards the next reliable source is 
Porshofn. 

The main road is Route 85 southwest, initially climbing up Bustarfell, 
18km from town, where there’s an open-air museum (mid-June to 
mid-Aug daily 10am—6pm; 500kr) featuring well-preserved, turf-gabled 
farm buildings, founded in 1770 — it’s worth a look if you haven’t seen 
traditional Icelandic houses before. The heights above are exposed, with 
sudden snowdrifts possible all through the year, and then the road winds 
slowly down to join Route 1 some 70km from Vopnafjoréur. Turn 
west here for a 65-kilometre run across desolate lava plains and gravel 
deserts to Myvatn via Grimsstadir and the turning to Dettifoss (see 


p.287); or east for the last 100km to Egilsstadir, with the road crossing 
the Moddradalsfjallgurdar range (800m), the highest pass of its entire 
circuit, before it descends into the long valley of Jokuldalur and passes the 
turning coastwards to Husey. There’s also a direct, eighty-kilometre road 
east from Vopnafjérdur to Egilsstadir, though this is very mountainous and 
only open in summer; turn off the Burstarfell road just outside town and 
follow the western side of the fjord up to where the road cuts east across the 
rugged Hellisheidi, then follow the Jékulsa 4 Bra south to join Route 1 at 


the Husey turning. 


Travel details 


Most services below run only from around mid- 
June until some point in late August or early 
September, with the exception of buses from 
Akureyri to Husavik and then along Route 85 to 
bdérshofn, which run Mon-Fri year-round. For 
further details contact SBA in Akureyri (© 550 
0700, @ www.sba.is). 

Asbyrgi to: Dettifoss (daily; 1hr 30min); Husavik 
(daily; 50min); Kopasker (5 weekly; 30min); 
Raufarhofn (5 weekly; 1hr 30min); borshdfn 

(5 weekly; 2hr 45min). 

Dettifoss to: Akureyri (daily; 7hr); Asbyrgi (daily; 
4hr); Husavik (daily; 4hr 20min); Reykjahlid/Myvatn 
(daily; 1hr 30min). 

Husavik to: Akureyri (3 daily; 1hr 10min); 

Asbyrgi (daily; 45min); Dettifoss (daily; 3hr 20min); 
Kopasker (5 weekly; 1hr 25min); Raufarhofn 

(5 weekly; 2hr 15min); Reykjahlid (3 daily; 45min); 
borshofn (5 weekly; 3hr 30min). 


_ : Kopasker to: Akureyri (5 weekly; 3hr 25min); 

=: Asbyrgi (5 weekly; 30min); Hisavik (5 weekly; 1hr 
: 15min); Raufarhéfn (5 weekly; 50min); bérshéfn 

- (5 weekly; 1hr 55min). 

> Raufarhofn to: Akureyri (5 weekly; 4hr 10min); 

: Asbyrgi (5 weekly; 1hr 15min); Képasker (5 weekly; 
: 45min); Porshéfn (5 weekly; 1hr 15min). 

: Reykjahlid (Myvatn) to: Akureyri (5 daily; 2hr 

> 45min); Dettifoss (daily; 1hr 30min); Egilsstadir 

: (4 weekly/1 daily; 2hr 5min); Godafoss (5 daily; 

- 40min); Grimsstadir (4 weekly/1 daily; 30min); 

: Husavik (3 daily; 45min); Krafla (2 daily; 15min). 

: Porshofn to: Akureyri (5 weekly; Shr 10min); 

: Asbyrgi (5 weekly; 2hr 35min); Husavik (5 weekly; 
3hr 20min); Kopasker (5 weekly; thr 45min); 

: Raufarhofn (5 weekly; thr). 


Vopnafjérdur to: Akureyri (5 weekly; 45min) 
: Porshofn to: Akureyri (5 weekly; 45min) 
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The Easttiords and 
the southeast 
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CHAPTER 7 


* Borgarfjoréur Eystri The most 


isolated and picturesque of the 
Eastfjord towns, surrounded 
by shattered mountains and 
stiff walking trails. See p.307 


Papey Make a day-trip to this 
tiny, bird-rich island, with pre- 
Viking history. See p.316 


Lonsorezfi Spend a week 
hiking through wild and remote 
highlands between the south 
coast and Sneefell. See p.319 


Highlights 


* Vatnajékull Skid across the 


outrunning glaciers of Europe’s 
largest ice-cap by four-wheel- 
drive or snowmobile. 

See p.321 


Skaftafell Prime camping 
and easy walking around this 
heathland plateau, caught in 
between two glaciers. 

See p.323 


A Snowmobiles 


The Eastfiords and 
the soutneast 


he five-hundred-and-fifty-kilometre strip of land and water covering 
Iceland’s Eastfjords and the southeast takes in a quarter of the coun- 
try’s coastal fringe, though the scenery divides into just two distinct 
regions. About as far as you can possibly get from the urban comforts 
of Reykjavik and Akureyri, the Eastfjords are necessarily self-contained but 
also unexpectedly well settled, with a population distributed between eastern 
Iceland’s main town of Egilsstadir, and a handful of relatively substantial coastal 
communities which are dotted at regular intervals along the fjords’ convoluted 
coastline. The area has been farmed since medieval times, but the coastal villages 
here — each with its own small harbour and fishing fleet — only really took off 
during the herring boom of the early twentieth century, and a few were even 
used as Allied naval bases during World War II; today, the port of Seydisfj6rdéur 
remains important as an alternative entry or departure point for Iceland, via the 
weekly ferry from the Faroes, Scotland, Norway and Denmark. There’s a little 
bit of history to soak up, though the main focus here is the fjords themselves, a 
mix of brightly coloured cliffs and blue waters, with some relatively easy hiking 
trails to explore. Southwest of Egilsstadir, wild highlands of tundra and moor- 
land host substantial reindeer and wildfowl populations, and peak at the solitary 
heights of Snefell, the core of an extinct volcano — a once pristine area which 
has been spoilt by the construction of a controversial hydro-electric plant. 
South of the Eastfjords, the landscape becomes more typically bleak and 
rugged, backed by the icy vastness of Vatnajokull, whose sprawling cap and host 
of outrunning glaciers dominate views west of the town of Héfn. With a largely 
infertile terrain of highland moors and coastal gravel deserts known as sandurs 
to contend with — not to mention a fair share of catastrophic volcanic events 
— the population centres are few and far between, though you can explore the 
glacial fringes at the wild LonsGrefi reserve, accessed via Stafafell farm, and at 
Skaftafell, where there are plenty of marked tracks. Further west, the tiny settle- 
ment of Kirkjubejarklaustur is the jumping-off point for several trips inland, 
the best of which touches on one of Iceland’s most disastrous eruptions. 
Egilsstadir and Hofn are the regional transport hubs, served by a complement 
of regular flights to Reykjavik, and summertime buses travelling the Ringroad. 
The Eastfjords are less well covered, though everywhere is within range of local 
services. Note, though, that between September and May — when Ringroad 
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services terminate at H6fn and Egilsstadir — it is not possible to circumnavi- 
gate Iceland by bus. Weather-wise, expect cold winters with heavy snowfalls, 
though the southeast coast tends towards wet conditions, while everywhere east 
of Vatnaj6kull seems to have much sunnier weather than the rest of the country 
—at least when the westerlies are blowing. 


Egilsstadir, Sneefell and 
the Easttjords 


298 Far from the flow of things, Egilsstadir and the Eastfjords form a compact 
= region, whose underrated attractions offer a very different view of Iceland 


from that presented by the country’s more famous sights. Set on Route 1 
halfway around the country from Reykjavik, Egilsstadir makes a good base 
for excursions inland around Légurinn, a narrow, lake-like stretch of river 
where you'll find some saga history and Iceland’s most extensive woodlands; 
or even for an assault on the highlands around Snefell, eastern Iceland’s 
tallest peak. The Eastfjords themselves provide wonderfully convoluted 
coastal scenery — their headlands hosting some major seabird colonies 
— along with an increasingly popular network of hiking trails across multi- 
coloured mountains. Towns along the way are fairly small, however, and the 
only ones which might prove an essential stop are the international port 
of Seydisfj6rdur, where the ferry from the other Nordic countries and 
Scotland docks; and tiny Djupivogur, from where you can make an excel- 
lent day-trip to the tiny island of Papey. 

The regional airport at Egilsstadir is open year-round, but don’t forget that 
buses from Egilsstadir to Hofn only operate between June and August. Once 
here, it’s best to have your own transport if possible; Egilsstadir and the Eastfjord 
towns are connected by regular buses, but you’ll have to spend at least a day 
in each place, waiting for the next service. In winter, only Egilsstadir is reli- 
ably accessible, though you'll find a reasonable amount of accommodation and 
services open year-round, and tour operators who would love to see the tourist 
season extended into winter months, if only they had enough visitors. 


Egilsstadir and around 


Wherever you’ve come from, arrival in EGILSSTADIR, sitting where the 
roads from Seydisfj6rdur, Borgarfjo6rdur Eystri and Reydarfjordur meet at the 
Ringroad, is a bit of an anticlimax. Though the area crops up in several historic 
texts — most famously in Hrafnkel’s Saga (see p.304) — the town itself dates 
only to the late 1940s, when a supermarket, a vet, a hospital and a telephone 
exchange chose to set up shop where roads converged on a narrow strip of 
moorland between the glacier-fed Lagarflj6t river and the back of the East- 
fjord fells, bringing the first services into this remote corner of the country. 
Today Egilsstadir has grown to fill a couple of dozen streets but remains an 
unadorned service and supply centre, important to the regional economy but 
containing little in the way of essential viewing and still with nothing that could 
conventionally be called a town centre. 

Egilsstadir is, however, a major transportation hub; the airport has flights 
to Reykjavik, the port of Seydisfjordur is nearby, and anyone travelling by bus 
has to stop here for at least as long as it takes to change services. While the 
town itself may not slow you down for long, there’s a fair amount to hold 
you in the area for a day or two. Running southwest from Egilsstadir, the 
Lagarfljot forms a long lake known as Légurinn, whose eastern shores are 
famously forested and whose waters are home to a mythical beast somewhat 
akin to the Loch Ness monster. Continuing southwest beyond the lake, rough 
roads and hiking tracks wind up to where Snefell’s isolated peak — visible on 
a good day from Egilsstadir — guards the northeastern edge of the Vatnajokull 
ice cap, and also roughly marks a former wilderness that has now been 
dammed and flooded for a power station (see p.306). Meanwhile, heading 
north from town takes you through boggy, wildflower-strewn heathland to 
the coast around the mouths of the Lagarfljot and the parallel Jokulsa a Bru, 
a good place to spend a few days fishing, or tracking down wildfowl. 
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Arrival, information and accommodation 


Egilsstadir sits east off the Ringroad, where main street Fagradalsbraut runs for 
150m between a knot of services before transmuting into Nordfjardarvegur 
and joining roads to coastal Borgarfjordur (72km), Seydisfjordur (27km), and 
Reydarférdur (34km). The airport and Fligfelag Islands airline office (471 
1210, Wwwwaairiceland.is) are off the Ringroad a kilometre north of town, with 
daily services to Reykjavik; a bus to town meets flights in summer. The bus 
station is in town, just off the Ringroad beside the Esso fuel station, with depar- 
tures to Akureyri and Hofn daily from June until August; there are also regular 
services to the Eastfjord towns (see the relevant town accounts for details). This 
is also where you'll find the information office (June—Aug daily 8am—10pm, 
Sept-May Mon-Fri 9am—5pm, Sat & Sun noon—4pm; 471 2320, Wwww.east 
is) at Kaupvangur 6. Some 50m uphill along Fagradalsbraut is a post office and 
payphone, bank (with ATM), and a second fuel station where Tjarnarbraut runs 
north for 250m to the museum, church, pool and residential areas. For car rental, 
try Hertz (©477 2005) or Avis (660 0623), both at the airport, or Bilaleiga 
Akureyrar (© 461 6070) at Lagarbraut 4 in Fellabzer, north of the airport. Tours are 
operated by Ferdaskrifstofa Austurlands (©471 2000, ®www.randburg.com/is/fa 
— -travel) near the bus station at Midvangur 2-4, or the long-established Tanni Travel, 
sans based in the Eastfjord town of Eskiffordur (© 476 1399, Wwww.tannitravel.is). 
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Accommodation 

Accommodation fills up fast in summer, particularly mid-week, when the 
international ferry docks at Seydisfjordur. The spacious campsite is next to 
the bus station (book through the information office, see above; camping 750kr 
per person, beds 2300kr) with showers, kitchen, laundry and potentially boggy 
tent sites; the other budget option is the summer Edda (June to mid-Aug 
only), across from the pool off Tjarnarbraut (0444 4880, Wwww.hoteledda.is; 
@). Pick of the hotels is the very pleasant Gistihtisid Egilsstodum (®471 1114, 
W www.simnet.is/egilsstadir; @), 500m west of town on Légurinn’s shore in 
a converted, solid stone farmhouse with friendly staff and grand views down 
the lake; otherwise try Icelandair’s smart, Nordic-style Hérad, behind the Bonus 
supermarket at Midvangur 5 (©471 1500, Wwww.icehotel.is; @), or the newly 
refurbished Fosshotel Valaskjalf, opposite the museum at Skogarlond 3 (®470 
5050, MW www.fosshotel.is; @). 


The Town 


Egilsstadir’s main distraction is the pedestrian Minjasafn Austurlands 
museum, a ten-minute walk from the bus station on Tjarnarbraut (June—Aug 
Thurs—Tues 1lam—5pm, Wed 1lam—9pm, Sept-May Mon-Fri 11am—5pm; 
400kr, free on Wed), which aims to give a potted history of the town since its 
creation in the 1940s. Sadly though, despite a recent refit and reorganization, 
the exhibition fails to excite. Beside the usual suspects: battered farming imple- 
ments, saggy woollen clothes and old riding saddles, there’s a marginally more 
interesting reconstruction of an old wooden church and a shop selling such 
delights as Old Spice and Johnson’s Baby Powder — both, however, are unlikely 
to feature on your postcards home. 

Continue past the museum up Tyarnarbraut and you'll pass a modern church, 
whose design dimly echoes volcanic rock formations, and then reach Egilsstadir’s 
swimming pool, somewhere to unwind on a wet day (June—Aug Mon-Fri 
7am—9.30pm, Sat & Sun 10am—7pm, Sept-May Mon-Fri 7am—8.30pm, Sat 
& Sun 10am—5pm; 300kr). In better weather, there’s a brief walk to be made 
uphill from the bus station to a rocky outcrop overlooking the town, with long 
views down the lake towards a distant Snefell. If you’ve got your own transport, 
it’s also worth checking out Fardagafoss, a small waterfall in a twisting canyon 
about 5km northeast of town on the lower slopes of the Seydisfjordur road. 


Eating and drinking 


Eating wise, the Esso fuel station café is inexpensive and well patronized for 
the usual grills, pizzas, and sandwiches. Up the hill, hidden behind a screen 
of trees next to the bank, ® Café Nielsen is a cosy café-restaurant-bar with 
a bit of charm (there’s also upstairs seating): it’s a good place for a beer, light 
pasta meal (around 1600kr), or a more substantial fish (2400kr) or meat main 
course (3100kr). For top-notch fare, it’s hard to beat the restaurant inside 
the Hérad hotel where tasty mains, such as reindeer steak, start at 3000kr. 
Self-catering is possible by stocking-up at either of the two supermarkets: 
Samkaup (Mon-Fri 9am—7pm, Sat 10am—6pm, Sun noon—6pm), behind Esso, 
is the better stocked of the two and has a good range of road maps; while 
Bonus (Mon-Thurs noon—6.30pm, Fri 10am—7.30pm, Sat 10am—6pm, Sun 
noon—6pm), on the Ringroad, is cheaper. The vinbud (June—Aug Mon— 
Thurs 1lam—6pm, Fri 1lam—7pm, Sat 1lam—2pm; Sept-May Mon-Thurs 
12.30-6pm, Fri 11am—7pm, Sat 11am—2pm) is diagonally opposite the Hérad 
hotel at Midvangur 2-4. 
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LOogurinn 


In common with many Icelandic lakes, Légurinn, stretching directly southwest 
of Egilsstadir for 30km, fills a glacier-eroded valley. Unusually, however, the 
valley is fairly well wooded, at least along its eastern side. Most people don’t get 
much further than these woods’ southern reaches around the bay of Atlavik, 
but a decent road runs right around the lake and elsewhere there’s saga lore and 
medieval remains to take in, along with an impressive waterfall. Deep and green, 
the lake itself is home to the Lagarflj6tsormur, a monster of the Scottish Loch 
Ness and Swedish Storsj6n clans, though so elusive that nobody is even very 
sure what it looks like — a giant snaky form is favoured. 

You need only one nice day to appreciate Logurinn, but if you want to stay 
longer, accommodation is concentrated in the more visited stretch between 
Egilsstadir and Atlavik. In your own vehicle, Logurinn takes an easy few hours 
to circuit, including time for stops along the way; otherwise you’ll have to 
rely on tours from Egilsstadir (see “Arrival”, p.300). Alternatively, you might 
pass through en route to Snefell, as the direct route from Egilsstadir runs off 
Logurinn’s southern end. 


Down to Atilavik 

Iceland’s forests were never very extensive in the first place and soon fell to 
human and grazing pressures after the Settlement. To partially remedy the 
situation, since the early twentieth century the Icelandic Forestry Commission 
has put considerable effort into preserving fragmentary pockets of woodland 
and sponsored replanting programmes around the country, and the eighteen- 
kilometre stretch along Logurinn’s eastern shore is their showpiece, giving an 
idea how parts of Iceland might once have looked — and may do so again, 
given time. The woodland is mostly birch (distinguished by its smooth red or 
silver bark), though mature plantations of much larger ash, spruce and larch are 
wildly popular with Icelanders, who are struck by the novelty of seeing vegeta- 
tion that is taller than they are — visitors from lusher climates may feel that the 
area, pleasant though it is, doesn’t warrant so much excitement. 

Start by heading south from Egilsstadir down the highway, where, 11km along, a 
blue board by the roadside marks a handful of short trails into Eyjélfsstadasko- 
gar, the smaller and less developed of Logurinn’s two wooded areas — the longest 
takes about three hours return — with self-catering farm accommodation across 
the road here at Eyjolfsstadir (0471 2171, ©471 2071; sleeping-bag accommo- 
dation 3000kr per person including breakfast; double room @ with breakfast). 
Continuing south, the Ringroad bends east to Breiddalsvik and the southern fjord 
towns; bear right to stay on the lake circuit, which passes a layby with good views 
over the water before entering Hallormsstadaskogar. By now you're 24km 
from town around HALLORMSSTADUR, a small group of summer accom- 
modation options open roughly from June until late August: first is a lakeshore 
campsite (©471 1774 or 849 1461), while another kilometre on there’s a fuel 
station and small store opposite the 200-metre sideroad to the modern Fosshotel 
(®471 1705, Wwww.fosshotel.is; @), with the only local pool and restaurant; 
and Husstjornarskolans (®471 1763, ®©471 2761; doubles including breakfast, with 
or without bath @-@), a nice elderly schoolhouse on the forest fringe. There are 
marked walking tracks out of the woods and up onto the fellsides here, the longest 
of which takes around five hours return; Husstjornarskolans also hires out horses 
for these trails at around 1500kr per hour. 

Back on the lake road, it’s 2km past Hallormsstadur to the forestry office 
and arboretum, where there’s a half-hour stroll around a labelled collection of 


century-old native and imported tree species, including the country’s tallest (a 
pine), which towers 22m overhead. A couple of kilometres further brings you 
to a sharp downhill turn to the water’s edge at Atlavik, a small bay with a half- 
kilometre-long gravel beach and granite headland, a jetty, and a grassy camp- 
ground (471 1774 or 849 1461, @hallormsstadur@skogur.is) with picnic 
tables and toilets all fringed by dwarf birch forest - somewhere to spend a few 
days following walking tracks into the hills, or doing nothing much at all. 


Hrafnkelsstaodir and western Logurinn 

Almost immediately after Atlavik, you exit the woods and find yourself well 
towards Logurinn’s southern end, the slopes above the opposite shore bald and 
shelved, like very broad steps, along their length. A few kilometres later and 
the road divides, the better-surfaced stretch heading over Logurinn via a new 
bridge, while a gravel road continues straight ahead; stay on this and it’s not far 
to farm buildings at Hrafnkelsstadir, the holding that features in the latter 
stages of Hrafnkel’s Saga (see box on p.304), though there’s no trace of those 
times in the current homestead. Press on and you’ll come to a second bridge to 
the lake’s western shore; on the far side, turn south for the short run to Valpjof- 
sstadur, another historic farm founded by the influential twelfth-century chief- 
tain Porvardur Porarinsson. The otherwise unremarkable church here, built in 
1966, replaced a structure from Porvardur’s time whose original wooden doors, 
carved with farm scenes, are now in Reykjavik’s National Museum — replicas 
are on the inside of the current doors. 

Heading north up the lake, Skriduklaustur was the site of a medieval monas- 
tery and is now graced by a distinctive stone house built in the 1930s by author 
Gunnar Gunnarsson, whose bronze bust adorns the front lawn and who set 
several of his early psychological novels in the northeast, before switching his 
attentions to writing about key events in Icelandic history. Next comes the 
junction with the F910 up to Snzfell (see below), which branches west up the 
valley wall; by this point the lakeside is very open, with scattered homesteads 
and stone rettir pens set amongst good grazing land. Directly opposite Hraf- 
nkelsstadir — if you crossed at the first bridge you’ll more or less end up here 
—a good-sized parking bay and notice boards mark the start of an hour-long 
walking track up to Hengifoss, whose 118-metre drop makes it Iceland’s third- 
highest falls. On the way, the lesser Litlifoss has wild rock formations of basalt 
columns, bent in all directions, while Hengifoss itself drops over cliffs layered 
in distinct black and red bands, composed of compressed ash falling in separate 
volcanic eruptions. The final 35km back along the lake to Egilsstadir from 
Hengifoss is fairly bland, passing a few old turf farmhouses before rejoining the 
Ringroad just north of town at the hamlet of Fellaber. 


Around Snefell and Jokuldalur 


The highland southwest of Egilsstadir is cut by two major rivers originating as 
melt from glaciers around Vatnajokull, which run 120km northeast to the coast 
at Husey (see p.307): the Jokulsa i Fljétsdal, which feeds the Lagarfljot; and 
the Jokulsa a Brd, flowing parallel and about 15km further west. Moorland 
in between terminates at its southern end at the permanently snow-capped, 
sharply ridged peak of Snefell which, at 1833m, is the highest freestanding 
mountain in Iceland, formed from the eroded core of a long-extinct strato- 
volcano. While climbing Snzfell needs experience and equipment, it’s not too 
hard to reach the base, either direct from Egilsstadir or from the north via 
Jokuldalur, the valley though which the Jokulsa i Fljotsdal flows — coming this 
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Hrafnkel’s Saga 


Ldégurinn and the lands to the west form the stage for Hrafnkel’s Saga, a short but 
very striking story set in the mid-tenth century, before the country had converted 
to Christianity. Long debated by scholars as to whether it’s a straight history or a 
complex moral tale, it tells of the landowner Hrafnkel, a hard-working but head- 
strong devotee of the pagan fertility god Freyr, who settled what is now known as 
Hrafnkelsdalur, a side-valley off the JOkulsa a Dal some 35km due west of Logurinn 
(see opposite). Here he built the farm Adalbol, and dedicated a shrine and half his 
livestock to Freyr — including his favourite stallion, the dark-maned Freyfaxi, which 
he forbade anyone but himself to ride on pain of death. 

Inevitably, somebody did. Hard times forced Einar, the son of a neighbouring 
farmer, to find work as a shepherd with Hrafnkel, who treated him well but warned 
him not to touch the horse. But one day Einar borrowed Freyfaxi to track down some 
errant ewes; the sheep were found but, in a seemingly deliberate act, the horse 
ran back to Adalbdl before Einar could clean him. Hrafnkel saw Freyfaxi filthy and 
exhausted, and, realizing what had happened, felled Einar with his axe. 

Though Hrafnkel had never before given compensation in similar circumstances, 
Porbjorn, Einar’s father, demanded redress. Hrafnkel unexpectedly admitted having 
overreacted and offered a generous settlement that Porbjérn nevertheless rejected, 
wanting to set his own terms. Looking for legal help, Porbjérn enlisted his sharp- 
witted nephew Samur, who reluctantly took the case to court at the next Alping at 
Pingvellir in southwestern Iceland (p.116). But Samur found that nobody wanted 
to support a dispute against such a dangerous character as Hrafnkel, until a large 
party of men from the suitably distant Westfjords offered their services. As Samur 
presented his case, his allies crowded around the gathering and Hrafnkel, unable to 
get close enough to mount a defence, was outlawed. 

Disgusted, Hrafnkel returned home where he ignored his sentence, but Samur and 
the Westfjorders followed him in secret and descended on his homestead early one 
morning. Dragged out of bed, Hrafnkel was hung up by his Achilles tendons and told 
to choose between death or giving his property to Samur. He took the latter option, 
leaving Adalbdl and moving east over the Lagarfljat to Hrafnkelsstadir, a dilapidated 
farm that he was forced to buy on credit. Back at Adalbd!l, Samur destroyed the 
shrine to Freyr and drowned Freyfaxi as the unlucky cause of the dispute; hearing 
about this, Hrafnkel renounced his god. 

Over the next six years Hrafnkel laboured hard to build up his new property and, 
his former arrogance deflated, became a wealthy and respected figure. Meanwhile, 
Samur’s noble brother Eyvind returned from a long overseas trip and landed in 
the Eastfjords at Reydarfjérdur, where he decided to visit Samur at Adalbol. Riding 
past Hrafnkelsstadir, Eyvind was spotted by one of Hrafnkel’s servants who, upset 
by Eyvind’s ostentatious finery, goaded her master into taking revenge against his 
persecutor’s brother. Stung by her rebukes, Hrafnkel and his men cut Eyvind down 
in a bog and then launched a raid on Adalbdol, capturing Samur and giving him the 
same choices that Samur had given him: to die or hand over the farm. Like Hrafnkel, 
Samur chose to live and — having vainly tried to reinvolve his friends in the Westfjords 
— retired unhappily to his former estate. For his part, Hrafnkel retained his power and 
influence and stayed at Adalbdol until his death. 


way, you pass dramatic canyons and a heathland famous for its natural beauty in 
the vicinity of the Karahnjakar valley, which has recently been dammed to 
provide power for the new aluminium smelter in the Reydarfjordur (p.306). 
The region is only really accessible through the summer, and you still need 
to come prepared for wind, rain or snow. Unless you’ve your own four-wheel- 
drive you'll have to either take a tour (see Egilsstadir Arrival, p.300), or hike 


in to reach Snefell, though — thanks to the new dam — there’s a decent road all 
the way to Karahnjukar. From Snefell, seasoned hikers can also continue south 
to Loéns6refi, skirting around Vatnajokull in a fairly demanding trail that needs 
experience with glacier traverses but no mountaineering skills — Ferdafélag 
Islands and Utivist (see p.46) also organize annual group hikes of this route 
from Egilsstadir. 


Egilsstadir to Snezfell 

The most direct route to Snefell runs 80km southwest from Egilsstadir via 
the road around Logurinn (p.302). There’s a vehicle road the entire way, but 
the last half is four-wheel-drive only, and the final sections are very boggy, with 
several small fords to negotiate. Accommodation involves camping out or 
using huts, which range from basic to well-equipped and should be booked 
in advance — contact Tanni Travel (see Egilsstadir Arrival, p.300) or Ferdafélag 
Islands (see p.46). All supplies need to be brought in with you; hikers also 
need maps — Landmelingar Islands’ Austurland 1:250,000 at the very least for 
Sneefell, and Mal og menning’s excellent Lénsérefi 1:100,000 if you’re planning 
to extend your hike to Lons6refi. 

After leaving Logurinn’s southwestern corner near Skriduklaustur (p.303), 
the F910 twists up the valley slopes and on to the top of the fells. Once up 
here, it’s around another 10km to the first shelter hut near Gardavatn, one of 
many small lakes to dot the tundra. The F910 continues southwest for another 
25km to wind up below Laugarfell’s prominent peak (835m), with a further 
hut a couple of kilometres east via a small waterfall and hot springs near the 
upper reaches of the Jokulsa i Fljotsdal. Snefell itself is only 11km southwest 
as the raven flies but rather more once you start weaving around the outly- 
ing peaks and fording rivers along the way: once there, a 30km-long track 
circuits Snefell’s base via three huts and campgrounds, on the northeast 
(closest), southeast, and western flanks. The last is run by Ferdafélag Islands 
(bookings ®853 9098, © ferdefelag@egilsstadir.is; toilets, water and showers; 
1700kr), and marks the start of the LonsGrefi hike — for more on which, see 
the box on/p.319. 


JOkuldalur and Karahnjukar 

For a less direct route to Snefell, the Jo6kuldalur area is accessed south off 
the Ringroad around 50km northwest of Egilsstadir. The area was abandoned 
following the eruption of Askja in 1875 (see p.339), and was never properly 
resettled, with only a handful of farms remaining. 

The most direct road, Route 923, follows Jokuldalur itself, but you can also 
use routes 901 and then 907, which after about 10km pass Senautasel, a 
traditional turf farmstead with a summer-only cafe and campground (855 
5399). Szenautasel was once visited by the great Icelandic novelist Halldor 
Laxness, and recalls the setting of Independent People, his Nobel Prize-winning 
tale of farmers and farm life in northeastern Iceland. Routes 923 and 907 rejoin 
around 25km from the Ringroad at Bru farm (where there’s a bathable hot 
spring), for a final 10km down to Samur Bondi guesthouse in Hrafnkelsdalur 
(0471 2788, Wwww.simnet.is/samur; meals available; camping 500kr, sleeping- 
bag accommodation 2200kr, beds 3300kr). This is at the famous Adabol farm, 
the prize around which Hrafnkel’s Saga revolved (see bx opposite) and now a 
base for exploring the area: they sell fuel and diesel, and will collect guests from 
Egilsstadir or the Ringroad (for a fee). The Karahnjukar dam is 15km south- 
west; construction work will continue until 2009, though it is not yet known 
whether there will be public access to the site. 
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North of Egilsstadoir: Eiédar and Heradsfiloi 


North of Egilsstadir, a broad, waterlogged valley contains the last stages of 
the silt-laden Lagarfljot and Jokulsa 4 Bra as they wind their final 50km to the 
coast at Héradsfloi, an equally wide bay. Moors along the way are a prime place 
to see reindeer in autumn and spring, and birds in summer, while the coast has 
seals all through the year. 

Just 12km from town along Route 94 (which eventually runs to Borgarfjordur), 
a radio mast and scattering of houses along the roadside heralds arrival at the tiny 
community of EEDAR, which started out as a medieval farm just east of the 
Lagarfljot before an agricultural college was founded here in 1883. There’s good 
trout fishing in nearby Eidavatn, hiking trails out to fragmented ponds favoured 
by nesting red-throated divers (loons) and, from June until September, accom- 
modation at the Edda hotel (©444 4870, Wwww.hoteledda.is; sleeping-bag 
accommodation from 1150kr, ®). During the summer, you can get to Eidar at 
11am (Mon-Fri) from Egilsstadir on the Borgarfjordur bus (© 894 8305). 


The Karahnjukar project 


Karahnjukar, a highland valley located on the headwaters of the J6kulsa a Dal at the 
northeastern edge of Vatnajékull, was one of Europe’s most pristine environments, 
home to a large reindeer herd and a prime summer nesting site for pink-footed geese. 
Sadly, the area has been blighted by a hydroelectric power project, which began 
in 2003 and is due for completion in 2009, and features a complex of nine dams and 
dykes. The main dam at Karahnjukar, contained by a monstrous 200-metre-high wall, 
stands at the head of a 5/7-square-kilometre reservoir. Along with a 630-megawatt 
power station, it’s designed to provide electricity for the new aluminium smelter 
operated by the US aluminium company, ALCOA, down on the coast at Reydarfj6réur 
in the Eastfjords, which is scheduled to begin operation in late 2007. The project will 
increase Iceland’s hydroelectric power production by up to 60 percent. 

Although the project’s backers included the Icelandic government and Landsvirkjun 
(The National Power Company of Iceland), Karahnjukar provoked both international 
criticism and domestic protest; one of the most vocal campaigners was Bjdrk’s 
mother, who even went on hunger strike over the dam. Locally, in the Eastfjords, 
however, where the fishing industry is in the doldrums and employment prospects are 
few, the project’s seven hundred new jobs have won widespread approval. People 
here claim that in a country that has only one main industry — and whose economy is 
therefore very sensitive — diversifying into new areas makes sense. 

Environmental issues aside, world aluminium prices have been steadily dwindling 
in recent years, a situation unlikely to change. Following a negative environmental 
impact study, the smelter itself was downsized by around twenty-five percent from 
the original plans used to promote the project, yet with almost no comparable 
reduction in scale — and therefore expense — of the hydro power plant. In addition, 
nine out of ten of the construction workers at Karahnjukar were foreigners (mostly 
Chinese and Portuguese labouring for lower wages than Icelanders). If nothing else, 
Icelanders are worried that if the project proves an economic failure, the costs will be 
recouped through higher taxes or electricity prices - something that nobody wants. 
To get the official line on the story, log on to ®www.karahnjukar.is; for the environ- 
mentalists’ viewpoint, check out Wwww.inca.is. 

Lastly, concerns have been raised too about the destruction of a part of the nation’s 
cultural heritage, with the discovery in 2003 of the long-lost ruins of Reykjarsel, a 
Viking farm that features in Hrafnkel’s Saga (see p.304). Archeologists were involved 
in a race against time to gather as much historical evidence as possible before it was 
submerged and disappeared again - this time for good. 


For Héradsfloi, follow Route 1 for 20km northwest of Egilsstadir to the 
Jokulsa 4 Bru, from where Route 925 heads 30km coastwards along the east 
side of the river to a tongue of land between the Jokulsa and Lagarflj6t. Covered 
in wildflowers and grasses, these flat heaths are known as Hroarstunga, liber- 
ally populated by wading birds, ducks, swans, geese, skuas and sheep. You’ll find 
all of these at the beautifully isolated working farm and self-catering TYHA 
hostel of 3 Hiisey (471 3010, Wwww.husey.de; sleeping-bag accommoda- 
tion 1650kr), an excellent place to spend a few days observing an Icelandic 
farm in action and getting to know the region. The farm breeds horses and 
rents them by the hour, day or week, and can set up riding packages includ- 
ing accommodation and meals. Along with netting for salmon and trout, the 
farm is one of the last in Iceland still to hunt seals, selling the skins and meat 
— though they’ll point you in the right direction if you want to see them in 
the wild. Without your own transport, you can reach Husey by calling them in 
advance to arrange a pickup (for a fee), then catching an Akureyri-bound bus 
from Egilsstadir to the pickup point, J6kulsarbru bridge, at the junction of the 
Ringroad and Route 925. 


The Eastfjords 


The Eastfjords cover a 120-kilometre stretch of eastern Iceland’s twisted 
coastline between Borgarfj6rdur in the north and southern Berufjordur, with 
many of the fjords — none of which is particularly large — sporting small villages, 
mostly given over to fishing. The fjord scenery can be vivid, particularly in 
summer, with the villages sitting between flat blue sea and steep, steel-grey 
mountains, their peaks dusted in snow and lower slopes covered in greenery and 
flowers. Highlights include the northernmost village, Borgarfjordur Eystri, 
which sits surrounded by tall, brightly-coloured fells, over which you can hike 
south to more central fjords; Seydisfjérdur, for its Norwegian-style wooden 
houses and ferry connection to the Nordic countries and Scotland; and, right 
at the fjords’ southern end near the town of Djupivogur, the seabird-infested 
island of Papey — believed to have been a former retreat for Christian monks. 

There isn’t a continuous road linking the fjords, so you'll have to backtrack to 
check out the entire coast: north from Egilsstadir is the road to Borgarfjordur; 
east is SeydisfjOrdur; and southeast are separate routes to Reydarfjordur and 
down around the rest of the region. You can also bypass most of the Eastfjords 
by taking the Ringroad south from Egilsstadir, which cuts down through the 
wonderfully stark Skridadalur and Breiddalur valleys to rejoin the coastal 
road at Breiddalsvik. Regular summer buses connect Egilsstadir with all the 
Eastfjord villages, though not necessarily on a daily basis. Almost everywhere has 
accommodation, a bank, post office, supermarket and swimming pool, though, 
as usual, services might be limited outside the main season and it’s always worth 
phoning ahead to check. 


Borgarfjorour Eystri 


BORGARFJORDUR EYSTRI, also widely known as Bakkagerdi, is an 
isolated community of just 120 people, overlooking a wide fjord 70km north- 
east of Egilsstadir. Backed by mountains, it’s a charming location, steeped in 
local lore, with some of the Eastfjords’ most rewarding hiking trails. Without 
your own transport, catch the mail van from Egilsstadir at 11am (Mon-Fri; 
® 894 8305), which also functions as the village post office. 
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The road from Egilsstadir runs seawards past Eidar (p.306), and then cuts east 
up the flanks of Geldingafjall — where there are long vistas west over Hérads- 
floi’s coastal wetlands to distant mountains — before a steep descent on the far 
side to the coast. Njardvik, the bay here, is sided in dangerously loose cliffs, a 
hazard attributed to the malevolent local spirit Naddi, who — despite being 
pushed into the sea by a fourteenth-century farmer — remains active, judging by 
the state of the road: keep an eye out for a protective cross by the roadside with 
the Latin inscription Effigiem Christi qui transis pronus honora (“You who hurry 
past, honour Christ’s image’’). By now, you're rounding the edge of Dyrfjoll, a 
long rhyolite mountain which rises behind Borgarfj6rdur, and reach the village 
itself within a few kilometres. 


The village and around 

Borgarfj6rdur sits at the mouth of a ten-kilometre-long valley running south, 
with Dyrfjoll to the west, and steep-sided, colourful fells to the east; a slowly 
dwindling population just about gets by on fishing and sheep farming. The 
core of the village is its main harbour, where a jetty marks the fish-processing 
plant and Fuglaskodunarhts bird hide (unrestricted access), overlooking a 
black shingle beach strewn with seaweed and patrolled by the usual seashore 


Hikes from Borgarfjordur 


Borgarfjorédur has become quite a hiking haven in recent years, with a good number 
of marked trails around the place. However, the possibility of dense summer fogs 
and atrocious weather with heavy snow on higher ground make it essential to ensure 
you’re properly equipped, and to seek local advice before setting out. A good map 
showing all the trails is available at Alfasteinn. 

Prominent behind Borgafjéréur, Dyrfjdll, the “Door Mountain”, gets its name from 
the huge gap in its sharp-peaked, 1136-metre-high basalt crest. This is another 
abode of local spirits, this time mischievous imps that emerge around Christmas to 
tie cows’ tails together. A round-trip from town would be a major hike, though you 
could arrange a lift up to the top of the pass at Geldingafijall on the Egilsstadir road, 
from where there’s a marked track around the upper reaches of the mountain, and 
then down to the end of the valley south of town — a full day’s walk. 

A good introduction to the area is to hike 4km or so west to the next bay of 
Brunavik, whose steeply sloping valley was farmed until being abandoned in the 
1940s. This is a story typical of the whole northern Eastfjords; as the herring industry 
fizzled out after World War Il, and roads and services began to bypass the region, 
farms founded in Settlement times were given up as people moved on. There’s 
a small shelter shed here today, and a further rough trail over loose-sided fells to 
Breidavik, where there’s a hiking hut and campground with water and toilets (book- 
ings 471 2320; 1800kr) and a 7km-long jeep track northwest back to town - the 
round-trip via Brunavik and Breidavik takes about fourteen hours. 

It’s also possible to spend a few days hiking to Seydisfjordur, initially following 
another jeep track south down the valley from Borgarfjéréur. One of the highlights is 
about 10km along where you cross a saddle below Hvitserkur, a pink rhyolite moun- 
tain, wonderfully streaked with darker bands and stripes. There’s another hut (same 
phone and facilities) at the head of the next valley over, whose lush meadows once 
supported four farms, and remains of a church on the bay here, Husavik. Then it’s 
over a steep hillside to the next fjord, L6d6mundarfj6réur, most of whose population 
clung on into the 1970s. A partly restored church remains, built in 1891, though there 
is little else. Lo6dmundarfj6rdur marks the end of the jeep track, but hikers can follow 
a rough trail through a pass over Hjalmardalsheidi and then down to Seydisfjérdur. 


suspects. Across the road, behind the blocky Fjardarborg school, Kjarvalsstofa 
gallery (daily noon—6pm; 500kr) displays the works of the late Icelandic painter 
Johannes Kjarval, who grew up here and often incorporated local landscapes 
into his work. About 500m around the harbour from here, the church is a 
standard nineteenth-century wood and corrugated iron affair, with an altarpiece 
in sunset hues by Kjarval depicting the Sermon on the Mount as delivered atop 
Alfaborg, the rocky hill behind. Alfaborg means “elf-town” and, according to 
folklore, is home to Iceland’s fairy queen. 

If you need a further seabird hit, follow the bay road for 5km from town to 
Hafnarholm, by Borgarfjordur’s tiny fishing harbour — worth checking out in 
its own right to see if any of the bizarre-looking Greenland shark (source of the 
notorious speciality hakarl; see p.42) have been landed. Here, a set of wooden steps 
leads up to an observation platform (summer 10am—10pm) with views out 
over the headland and an adjacent outcrop of rock which are closed to the public 
during the breeding season. Although there are plenty of fulmars and kittiwakes 
here, it’s the puffins which are the real draw; they return from their fishing expedi- 
tions during the afternoon when your chance of seeing them is greatest. 


Practicalities F 

More or less opposite the church, the Alfasteinn art shop doubles as an infor- 
mation centre and café (Mon-Fri 1 1am—8pm, Sat & Sun noon—6pm) serving 
sandwiches, soups and coffee (June—Aug daily 10am—6pm; ©470 2000 or 897 
2765) — there’s a mineral display here too if you want to know what you’re 
walking over. BorgarfjOrdur’s services are extremely limited: there’s only a 
bank and a fuel station-cum-store, both near the jetty. Accommodation 
is limited to the campground between the church and Alfaborg (free, with 
toilets and showers; © 472 9999); a summer-only option at Fjardarborg school, 
next to the Kyarvalsstofa gallery (©472 9920, © bergrunj@mis.is; sleeping-bag 
accommodation 1200kr, beds 2500kr); and friendly homestay accommodation 
through *% Borg, between Fjardarborg and the church (©472 9870 or 894 4470, 
W www.austurland.is/borg; sleeping-bag accommodation 2100kr, beds 3000kr). 
Fjardarborg also runs a restaurant (June—Aug only), serving light meals and 
home-made bread; and Borg can arrange drop-off/pick ups for hiking trails and 
four-wheel-drive tours for 2500kr an hour. 


Seydisfjorour 


Twenty-five kilometres east of Egilsstadir over a good mountain road, 
SEYDISFJORDUR is an attractive town set at the base of a long, tight fjord. 
It has a strong Norwegian heritage: first settled by a tenth-century Norwegian 
named Bjolf, Seydisfjordur was established as a herring port a thousand years 
later by entrepreneurs from Norway, who also imported the town’s wooden 
architecture. During its herring heyday, Seydisfjordur looked set to become 
Iceland’s largest port, but geography limited its expansion. Used as a US naval 
base during World War II, the town remains an active fishing and processing 
centre, with a continuing Nordic link embodied by the Faroese-operated ferry 
Norréna, which calls in every Thursday on its Iceland—Faroes—Scotland—Norway 
and Denmark route. The town’s summer rhythms follow the ferry schedule and 
it’s generally busy only on Wednesdays, when an afternoon craft market is laid 
on for departing visitors. 

Scattered along a kilometre-long crescent of road, Seydisfj6rdur gives a good 
first impression of the country to new arrivals, with its smart, neatly arranged 
core of older wood and corrugated-iron houses backed by steep fjord walls and 


spjoljysey oul | ISVSHLNOS FHL ONY SGUOr4daLSW3 FHL ° 


309 


spiolyseg ey, | LSVAHLNOS 3HL ONY SGHOP4ISV4 3H @ 


greenery. The town is split by the small mouth of the shallow Fjardara as it 
empties into the fjord — marked by a short bridge — with Blaa kirkjan, the Blue 
Church, and surrounding older buildings to the north; and the ferry terminal 
and most amenities to the south. The church is one of the nicest examples of 
SeyOisfj6rdur’s chocolate-box architecture, painted in pastel hues and hosting 
classical concerts on Wednesday evenings in summer. South of the river, Austur- 
vegur runs east along the waterfront, where you'll find a cannon opposite the 
post office (Mon-Fri 9am—4.30pm), salvaged from the 1944 wreck of the El 
Grillo, a British oil carrier hit by a German bomb (some of the oil was recently 
recovered too). Another 250m up along the waterfront takes you past the ferry 
terminal to Tekniminjasafn, the Technology Museum of East Iceland (June 
to mid—Sept daily 11am—5pm; mid-Sept to May Mon-Fri 1—4pm; 400kr, free 
on Fri; ©472 1696), whose collection of historical exhibits is outshone by the 
imposing museum itself, built in 1894 as east Iceland’s first telegraph office. 
There are a few hikes to be made in the area. One popular walk starts by follow- 
ing the road along the north side of the fjord for a couple of kilometres to the 
Vestdalsa, the first real river you’ll encounter on the way. Just before you reach it, a 
trail heads uphill along Vestadalur, a valley leading up into the hills to a small lake, 
Vestdalsvatn, past several pretty waterfalls; allow five hours to make the return hike 
from town. In the opposite direction, take the coastal track past the Technology 
Museum for 8km along the south side of the fjord to the site of Porarinsstadir, 
a former farm where archeologists unearthed the foundations of a church dating 
from the eleventh century, believed to be the oldest such remains in the country. 
Not much further on, Eyrar is yet another abandoned farm, though here the 
ruins are far more substantial; it’s hard to believe now, but this was once one of the 
region’s busiest settlements. Experienced hikers can spend an extra half-day walk- 
ing south across mountains 
from here to the narrow 
and virtually uninhabited 
Mjoifjordur, the next fjord 
south, where there’s cabin 
accommodation at Sdlbrekka 
(0476 0020 or 476 0007) 
for four people (7500kr per 
night available all year) or 
sleeping-bag accommoda- 
tion (1200kr per person 
between June and mid- 
August only) and a road 
back towards Egilsstadir. 


Practicalities 

Buses connect Egilsstadir 
with Seydisfjordur all year 
round; between late May 
and August there are two 
buses a day (Mon-Fri), with 
an extra service running on 
Wednesday and Thursday 
to cope with passengers 
taking the Norréna. For the 
ferry schedule and facili- 
ties, see Basics, p.30. 


A Seydisfjéréur 


Seydisfjordur’s tourist information office (Mon, Tues & Fri 10am—noon 
& 1—5pm, Wed 10am—noon & 1-8pm, Thurs 8am—noon & lam—5pm; July 
& Aug also Sat 1-5pm; ©472 1551, Wwwwsfk.is, © ferjuhus@simnet.is) is 
located inside the new ferry terminal at Strandarbakki off Hafnargata, where 
you can also make ferry bookings (®472 1111, Wwww.smyril-line.com) and 
buy Icelandic bus passes (see Basics, p.34). The bank (with ATM) and post 
office (Mon-Fri 9am—4.30pm) are opposite the terminal on Hafnargata, with 
a supermarket 100m down the road near the bridge. For alcohol, the vinbud 
(Mon-Thurs 5—6pm, Fri 4-6pm) is hidden away inside the Shell station, next 
to the bank, at Hafnargata 2a. The swimming pool (Mon-Fri 6.30am—8.30am 
& 5—9pm, Sat 1lam—4pm; ©472 1414) is located one block inland from Hotel 
Seydisfiérdur (see below) on Sudurgata. 

Accommodation is only likely to be in short supply on ferry days. The 
campsite (®472 1551), with showers and toilets, is just north over the river; 
another 500m in this direction outside town brings you to the Hafaldan youth 
hostel at Ranargata 9 (472 1410, Wwww.simnet.is/hafaldan; 1700kr), a very 
friendly place with a well-equipped kitchen, warm, wood-panelled rooms, 
and great views over the fjord. Other options include the Hotel Seydisfjordur, 
Austurvegur 3 (®472 1460, ®www.hotelaldan.com; @), right by the bridge 
— it’s a nice old wooden building dating from 1908 which once served as the 
local post office. There’s also the heritage-listed A Hotel Aldan, across from the 
supermarket at Nordurgata 2 (©472 1277, Wwww.hotelaldan.com; @), one 
of Seydisfj6rdur’s original Norwegian wooden kit-homes that housed the 
town’s bank for almost a century. The newly renovated rooms here keep the 
traditional feel of the place and ooze old-fashioned charm. For food, there’s the 
I Seydisfordurs restaurant with a wonderful terrace overlooking the harbour, 
specializing in fish dishes from 2600kr; the Kaffi Lara, opposite the Hotel Aldan, 
for cakes and coffee; and the Skaftfell cultural centre (Tues—Fri 11am—3pm, 
Sun 3pm—6pm; © 692 8711), opposite the ferry terminal on Hafnargata, whose 
Internet café serves light meals. 


Fjardabyggo: Reyoarfjorour, Eskifjorour 
and Neskaupstaour 


The Eastfjords’ middle reaches, known as Fjardabyggd, comprise the three 
relatively large fishing villages of Reydarfjordur, Eskifjordur and Neskaup- 
stadur, linked by the sixty-kilometre Route 92 from Egilsstadir. During the 
summer, there are two buses in each direction (Mon-Fri) and one on Saturday 
between Egilsstadir and Neskaupstadur; at other times call © 477 1713 or check 
the timetable at MW www.austfjardaleid.is. 

Though there isn’t really a huge amount to drag you into the region, Fjarda- 
byggd has a pleasant character despite being at the centre of the aluminium 
smelter row and the ensuing environmental damage at Karahjnukar (see p.306). 
As you leave Reydarfjordur, 6km east towards Eskifj6rdur, you'll drive past the 
plant in question, emblazoned with the ALCOA logo. Locally, the project is 
very popular due to the bright job prospects, and this is not somewhere to start 
airing negative views about it. 


ReyoOarfjorour 

Around 20km from Egilsstadir, REYDARFJORDUR is a small port 
surrounded by imposing, flat-topped mountains either side of town, their faces 
ground flat by now-vanished glaciers. The town itself is fairly functional, built 
up as a naval base housing three thousand troops in World War II and now 
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eager for money to start pouring in from the nearby aluminium smelter, after 
the recent closure of its fish factory. Indeed, it’s the only town for miles around 
where buildings are going up at a pace of knots; there’s certainly a new confi- 
dence to this place which can be traced directly to the new smelter. That said, 
the only real point of interest here is Stridarasafnid, the Icelandic Wartime 
Museum (June—Aug daily 1—6pm; 400kr; © 470 9095), located back towards 
the hills off Austurbegur at the end of Heidarvegur, though the best to be said 
about this collection of photos and mannequins in period clothes is how well 
it recreates the dreary dress standards of the time. North of Reydarfjéréur, 
Grenafell isn’t particularly high at 581m, but is accessible along a two-hour 
track that climbs up through a narrow gorge to reveal a broad fjord panorama 
from the top. Try also to track down the grave of Vélva, which according to 
local tales was a supernatural being who watches over the town — the name is 
applied throughout Nordic countries to a range of benevolent female spirits. 
Route 92 runs through Reydarfjordur as the town’s 700-metre-long main 
street; the west half is called Budareyri, and the eastern end Austurvegur. Most 
of the town’s services are along Budareyri, including the post office, bank and 
bus stop. There’s also a supermarket on Hafnargata, opposite the post office, 
located inside a small shopping complex, where you'll also find the vinbud 
(Mon-Thurs 2—6pm, Fri 2—7pm, Sat 11am—2pm). At present, accommodation 
is polarized between the campground (©470 9090; 450kr), right on Reydar- 
fj6rdur’s western boundary, and the small Fjardahdtel next to the post office on 
Bidareyri (0474 1600, © as@st.is; @) — the only restaurant is at the hotel. 


Eskifjorour 

Set in its own mini-fjord 15km east of Reydarfjordur, ESKIFFORDUR reeks 
of fish and revels in fishing, managing to maintain a busy fleet despite the fact 
that most other Eastfjord towns have fallen on hard times. Road junctions are 
marked by huge propellers and anchors salvaged from trawlers; the fishing 
fleet is either clogging up the harbour or out on business between Finland 
and Ireland; and the town’s centre is focused around a huge fish-freezing 
plant whose walls are covered in bright murals and whose director, Elfar Adal- 
steinsson, is also part of the Icelandic consortium that owns English football 
club Stoke City. Unsurprisingly, across from the freezing plant you'll also find 
SjOminjasafn, the Maritime Museum (June—Aug daily 1—-5pm; 400kr; © 476 
1179), atmospherically housed in an early nineteenth-century warehouse made 
of dark, creosoted timber, and full of seafaring memorabilia — a skiff, models of 
bigger boats, nets, and bits and pieces from the sea. Just down the road, across 
from the post office, look too for the bronze statue of a kneeling sailor, a general 
symbol for protection at sea. The only other diversion in the town itself is a 
new swimming pool (Mon-Fri 6.30am—8pm, Sat & Sun 10am—6pm) at the 
opposite end of the main road, beside the Esso filling station. 

Outside Eskifjordur, 8km further east along Route 92 right at the mouth of 
a tunnel that bores through the mountains and down to Neskaupstadur, there’s 
a small winter ski slope, featuring a large wooden hut and chairlift — though 
there’s nowhere to stay and you'll need all your own gear. If you want to stretch 
your legs, head back a few kilometres towards Reydarfjordur from Eskifj6rdur to 
Holmaborgir, the tall headland that prevents the spring and autumn sun from 
reaching Eskifjordur. This is actually a nature reserve, and the hour-long walk to 
the summit is pretty easy, with fine views down on the town from the top. 

Though appearing from a distance to be spread out along the fjord shore, 
EskifjOrdur’s centre is very compact, with a post office (Mon-Fri 9am— 
4.30pm), a bank, a bus stop and supermarket within 50m of the freezing 


plant on Strandgata. Around 200m west along Strandgata, Tanni Travel (0476 
1399, Wwww.tannitravel.is) offers limited tourist information. For some- 
where to stay, the free campground is further out, at the entrance to the village 
opposite the Esso station on Bleiksarhlid, while in town your only option 
is Mjdeyri (D477 1247, © mjoeyri@vortex.is; sleeping-bag accommodation 
2000kr; ®), a characterful old guesthouse at Strandgata 120, where breakfast 
costs an extra 900kr. Food and drink are served up at the Valhéll restaurant 
near the museum. 


Neskaupstadour 

A further 23km northeast of Eskifjordur, NESKAUPSTADUR curls around 
the northern side of Nordfjéréur (incidentally, also the town’s former name) 
at the end of Route 92. It’s Iceland’s easternmost town and the Eastfjords’ larg- 
est settlement, but again a thinly spread one. A two-kilometre road (called first, 
Hafnarbraut, then Egilsbraut) runs right along the waterfront, with a core of 
services and backstreets around halfway along, beyond which the road eventu- 
ally runs out. Neskaupstadur may be insubstantial but the setting is splendid, 
the town backed by tall, avalanche-prone fells all around, facing across the fjord; 
judging by the number of antlers hung over front doors, there’s also a healthy 
reindeer population up in the hills. 

Not to be outdone by its neighbours, the town sports two museums, both 
on main-street Egilsbraut: the Museum of Natural History (June—Aug daily 
1—6pm; 400kr; © 470 9095), which has a rock collection upstairs and various 
stuffed and mounted fauna downstairs; and a new Maritime Museum (same 
details), which gives a potted history of the town’s seafaring traditions with 
fading black-and-white photographs and assorted nautical bits and bobs — it’s 
essentially only an exhibition for a rainy day. Otherwise, Neskaupstadur is 
probably best seen as the starting point for a difficult hike southeast to Gerpir, 
a sheer set of cliffs marking Iceland’s easternmost point and famed for their 
seabird colonies — rocks here are also some of the oldest in the country at thir- 
teen million years. You’ll need to be completely self-sufficient to do the hike; 
contact Tanni Travel in Eskifj6rdur (see above) for more information about the 
routes and finding a guide. 

Most of Neskaupstadur’s facilities are near the harbour on Egilsbraut: the bus 
stop, two banks and the Samkaup supermarket are here, with the vinbud 
(Mon-Fri 2—6pm) immediately opposite. The post office is two streets back 
from the bus stop on Piljuvellir. 

The campground, a kilometre further on, right at the end of the road is 
in the process of moving to a new location; for the latest details, check at the 
Samkaup supermarket. Otherwise, try the summer-only Edda hotel at Nesgata 
40 (© 444 4860, Wwww.hoteledda.is;@) or the blue-painted, snug Hotel Capi- 
tano (M477 1800 or 861 4747, ©island@islandia.is; @), housed in a restored 
old building in the centre of town at Hafnarbraut 50, which has an excellent 
restaurant. The convivial Egilsbid (© 477 1321, Wwww.egilsbud.is; @; break- 
fast 750kr), opposite the museum, at the point where Hafnarbraut mutates into 
Egilsbraut, is also a great place for food, with a decent selection of crépes as well 
as more mainstream fish, meat and pizza dishes on the menu. 


The southern fjords 


South of Reydarfjordur the Eastfjords begin to open up, and the mountains — 
if no lower than before — have room to move into the background, softening 
the scenery until the fjords themselves fizzle out 160km further on. From 
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Reydarfjordur, a new tunnel slices through the mountains into the upper 
reaches of Daladalur, cutting out a lengthy detour around the headland of 
Hafnarnes in order to reach the successively smaller hamlets of Faskrads- 
fj6rdur, St6dvarfjordur and Breiddalsvik — all connected by daily buses 
from Egilsstadir. The Ringroad meets up with Route 96 at Breiddalsvik and 
continues around the coast as Route 1 to the Eastfjords’ finale at Djapivogur 
(on the Egilsstadir-H6fn bus run). In fair weather, the afternoon trip out from 
Djupivogur to Papey is one of the Eastfjords’ highlights, not to be missed. 


Faskruodsfjorour 

Due to the new 6km tunnel under the rocky heights of Hallberutindur 
(1136m) which opened in late 2005, the distance from Reydarfjordur to its 
southern neighbour, FASKRUDSFJORDUR, has been cut from 55km to 
just 21km. This typically quiet, elongated hamlet was, until the early twentieth 
century, the seasonal base for French fishing fleets from northern France, who 
had “discovered” Iceland’s rich herring grounds some fifty years earlier. This was 
no small event: up to five thousand fishermen passed through here in a season, 
and the French even established stores, a hospital and consulate here. Today, 
other than the bilingual street names which pepper the village, the French 
connection is most tangible during the Franskir dagir (French days; details on 
W www.austurbyged.is), a festival of singing, dancing and naturally, food, which 
celebrates all things French over four days in late July. There’s more informa- 
tion on the event at the Fransmenn 4a Islandi museum (French in Iceland; 
June—Aug daily 10am—5pm; W www.fransmenn.net), in the centre of the village 
at Budavegur 8, which contains a jumble of black and white photographs of the 
French glory days as well as a few other Gallic bits and bobs — it’s of greatest 
interest, unsurprisingly, if you have French blood. At the far seaward end of the 
village, a French cemetery encircled by a white fence is a reminder of the 
many French and Belgian fishermen who lost their lives off Faskridsfj6rdur 
during the village’s heyday; an annual ceremony is held in their memory here 
during the Franskir dagir festival. The path down to the cemetery begins oppo- 
site the Welcome to Faskrudsfj6rdur sign. 

Set back from the sea, Budavegur is the kilometre-long main street, where 
you'll find the bank, post office and supermarket all within spitting distance 
of FaskrudsfjOrdur’s main accommodation prospect, the wooden Hotel Bjarg 
(©475 1466, © hbjarg@centrum.is;@).The only other option is the campsite, 
at the far exit to the town. The hotel restaurant has a reasonable grill menu 
and a bar, or try the summertime Cafe Suimarlina at the entrance to the village 
which serves light meals and sandwiches. Hotel Bjarg can also organize half-day 
boat trips out to the three small islands of Andey (very flat), Aidey and the 
high, wind-sharpened Skrudur, famed for its gannet colonies. 


St6odovarfjorour 

Another 25km of fjord scenery as you head southwards lands you at STOD- 
VARFJORDUR, a small spot with a diminutive harbour. You'll find big 
racks of fish drying in the sun on the slopes above town, and if you’re here in 
spring, you're likely to see snow-white ptarmigans wandering fearlessly down 
the streets, eating ornamental berries in people’s front gardens. Everything of 
note can be found on the through road, Fyardarbraut: on the west side of town, 
Galleri Sneros, at no. 42, displays graphic work and ceramics by local artists 
Solrin Fridriksdottir and Rikhardur Vattingoyer; while Petra Steinasafn 
(May—Sept daily 9am—6pm; 400kr) is an extraordinary private collection of 
thousands of rocks and mineral samples from all over the place, accumulated 


over a lifetime of fossicking by elderly Petra Sveinsdottir, who doesn’t speak 
any English. 

Aside from the campsite just back towards Faskrudsfj6rdéur, the only place 
to stay is on the hill above town at A Kirkjuber (475 8819 or 892 3319, 
W www.simnet.is/birgiral; 2500kr), a wooden church, moved to its current 
location in 1925 and now converted into a comfortable, self-catering lodge 
sleeping ten; they also hire out fishing gear and boats. For food try the simple 
restaurant-cum-store, Brekkan, on the main road adjacent to the gallery which 
serves no-nonsense fry-ups and fish dishes. The bus stop and all other services 
are huddled together near the Esso fuel station on Fjardabraut. 


Breiddalsvik 

A final 18km south past St6dvarfj6rdur and just off the highway overlooking 
the sea, BREIDDALSVIK marks the point where Route 1 begins its journey 
south around the coast, so you might need to change buses here: local services 
head back north along the coast to Egilsstadir, while Ringroad buses follow 
Route 1, either inland to Egilsstadir, or south along the coast to Djupivogur 
and Hofn. 

The village itself comprises the standard knot of essentials, including the 
friendly Hotel Blafell and adjoining restaurant at Solvollur 5 (475 6770, 
W www.blafell.is; @), though little else. However, a better choice of accom- 
modation and food can be found 1km east of the village, on the Ringroad at 
Pverhamar, where a sizeable timber building resembling a Swiss chalet houses 
the German-run A Café Margret (©475 6625; @). There are just four rooms 
here, overlooking the fjord, which cost up to 3000kr less out of season. As well 
as the mouth-watering home-made German cakes on offer, the café also rustles 
up chicken breast for 1700kr, lamb chops at 1850kr and fishy main courses for 
1700—2300kr. 


Djupivogur and Papey 

The coastal road winds a further 26km past some steep basalt cliffs to 
Berufj6rdur and Berunes TYHA hostel (®478 8988 or 869 7227, @berunes 
@hostel.is; breakfast available; camping 500kr, sleeping-bag accommodation 
1700kr, ®), set on an exposed position facing distant mountains, which float 
on the horizon like icebergs. Ask at the hostel about hiking routes in the area 
— some are quite challenging. Not far up the road, Gautavik is where the fiery 
Norwegian evangelist Pangbrand (see p.348) landed in Iceland in the late tenth 
century to convert the country to Christianity. 

Set slightly off the main road, at the southern tip of Berufjordur, 
DJUPIVOGUR, 64km from Breiddalsvik, is the southernmost of the Eastfjord 
settlements, founded by German traders in 1589, and now a tiny, pretty village 
surrounding a sheltered harbour where fishing boats cohabit with rafts of eider 
and long-tailed ducks. On one side of the harbour, the welcoming % Hotel 
Framtid at Vogaland 4 (478 8887, Wwww.simnet.is/framtid; sleeping-bag 
accommodation 2850kr, doubles @-—@) offers accommodation, a bar and 
a restaurant decorated with old black-and-white photographs of Djupivogur 
from the early 1900s; the soup and fish of the day deal is good value at 1750kr. 
Sleeping-bag accommodation and doubles without bathroom are located 
upstairs in the main building, a characterful wooden structure from 1906 
wrapped in corrugated iron, while the en-suite doubles, done out in the style 
of a traditional log cabin, are in a new wing. The hotel also provides camping 
space for 600kr per person. Opposite the hotel is Langabud (June—Aug Sun— 
Thurs 10am—6pm, Fri & Sat 10am—11.30pm; 500kr; Wwww.rikardssafn.is), a 
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long wooden building that has variously served as a store, warehouse, slaugh- 
terhouse, managers’ residence and meeting hall since its construction in 1850, 
and currently houses a café and a folk museum stuffed full of mind-numbing 
tools and other household accoutrements used in days gone by. There’s also an 
equally dull section devoted to local worthy, Rikardur Jonsson (1888-1977), 
who founded a drawing school and taught woodcarving hereabouts — several of 
his busts are on display. The Langabu entrance fee includes the adjacent Stone 
and Bird museum, though its worthy collections of minerals, rocks and 
stuffed birdlife barely merit your time. Between the two museums is another 
café, Vid Voginn, serving burgers and chips in various guises. The supermarket 
(Mon-Fri 11am—6pm, Sat 11am—2pm) is just around the corner, next to the 
church, on the main road into the village. For the swimming pool (Mon-Fri 
7am—8.30pm, Sat 11lam—3pm; June—Aug Sat & Sun 10am—6pm), head up the 
hill behind the hotel and take the first left. 

The boat to Papey (©478 8119, © papey@djupivogur.is) departs from the 
wooden pier near Langabud at 1pm daily in summer, and the four-hour round 
trip costs 3000kr. It takes about forty minutes to reach the island, slowing 
down along the way to take in a small shelf of rock favoured by slumbering 
seals. Approaching Papey’s green, hummocky form, the boat is further slowed 
by incredible numbers of swimming seabirds, mostly guillemots, razorbills, and 
— especially — puffins, which flap frantically out of the way or circle overhead 
in their thousands like a swarm of insects. After landing, you get an hour-long 
guided tour of the two-square-kilometre island, which is mostly flat and 
somewhat boggy, with a fifty-eight-metre apex topped by a lighthouse, and a 
few cliffs dropping sharply into the water. According to tradition, it was first 
settled by monks fleeing the ninth-century Viking expansion — Papey means 
“Monks’ Island” — and excavations here during the early twentieth century 
uncovered three ancient wooden crosses. The island has been sporadically 
farmed, with a wooden church built around 1807 — said to be Iceland’s small- 
est, and chained down against fierce winter winds — and more recent turf and 
timber farm buildings as evidence, though the only present tenants are the birds 
and a few sheep. Bring a camera for the puffins; you can get closer to them here 
than just about anywhere else in Iceland. 


The southeast: Vatnajokull 


About 50km south of Djtpivogur the fjords finally recede into the background 
and you enter the altogether different world of southeastern Iceland, a coastal 
band between the Eastfjords and Vik dominated by Europe’s largest ice cap, 
Vatnajokull. Covering eight thousand square kilometres, almost 150km broad 
and up to a kilometre thick, Vatnajokull’s vast size gradually sinks in as it floats 
inland for hour after hour as you drive past, its numerous glacier tongues flow- 
ing in slow motion from the heights to sea level, grinding out a black gravelly 
coastline as they go. There are several places to approach this monster, either by 
hiking up nearby valleys and plateaux, or even by venturing on to the cap itself 
to ski or ride a snowmobile, though flying is perhaps the only way to absorb 


Vatnajokull’s full immensity: glaring ice sheets shadowed in lilac; pale blue tarns; 
and grey, needle-sharp nunataks — mountain peaks — poking through the ice. 

Given Vatnajokull’s proximity, Iceland’s “mini ice-age” between 1200 and 
1900 hit the southeast especially hard — not to mention the devastat- 
ing jOokulhlaups (see p.326) that flood out from beneath Vatnajdokull’s icy 
skirt from time to time — and it remains a thinly settled area, even though 
all glaciers here are actually retreating as the climate warms once more. 
Following Route 1 through the region, Vatnajokull’s eastern flank is accessed 
at LonsGrefi, a private reserve managed by Stafafell farm, close to the 
southeast’s main town of Héfn. Continuing southwest, the ice cap’s southern 
glaciers and adjacent heaths can be explored at Skaftafell National Park, 
after which you cross the Skeidararsandur, a huge glacier-induced wilderness 
between Vatnajokull and the sea. On the far side and moving away from Vatna- 
jokull, Kirkjubzjarrklaustur is the only other settlement in the region, near 
where lava fields and craters at Lakagigar stand testament to one of Iceland’s 
most violent volcanic events. 

The regional airport is at H6fn, with regular flights to Reykjavik. The main 
road through the region is Route 1, making Hofn, Kirkjubzyjarrklaustur, and 
the rest of the coastal band accessible by bus from Reykjavik year-round, and 
from Egilsstadir between June and August. From mid-June until early Septem- 
ber, an exciting alternative from Reykjavik is to take a bus along the Interior’s 
Fjallabak route via Landmannalaugur and Lakagigar to Kirkjubzyjarklaustur 
— see p.328 for more on this. Once here, there are endless hiking opportunities, 
and plenty of tours on offer. 


Lon and Hofn 


Lon is a glacial river valley whose thirty-kilometre-wide estuary is framed by 
Eystrahorn and Vestrahorn, two prominent spikes of granite to the east and 
west. The central Jékulsa i Loni is a typical glacial flow, its broad gravel bed 
crisscrossed by intertwined streams that are crystal clear and shallow in winter 
but flow murky and fast with increased snowmelt in summer. A sandbar across 
the mouth of bay has silted the estuary up into lagoons — lon in Icelandic — with 
good trout fishing (though the lagoon is too small and erratic to suit salmon), 
thousands of whooper swans nesting on the eastern side below Eystrahorn, and 
reindeer herds descending from the upper fells in winter. Inland, the heights 
above the valley are Lons6refi, the Wilderness of Lon, an area of streams, moor, 
and fractured rhyolite hills, capped by Vatnajokull’s eastern edge — though this 
is invisible from the main road. It’s beautiful hiking country, where you could 
spend a couple of days or more on remote tracks, all incorporated into the 
private LonsGrefi reserve accessed through Stafafell farm. Southwest of Lon, 
H6fn is a transit point and somewhere to dry off and stock up before heading 
off to attack the score of glaciers further west. 


Stafafell and Lonsorefi 


Halfway across Lon and just east of the river, a short road off Route 1 heads 
inland to Stafafell farm, behind which the LonsGrefi reserve stretches back 
into the mountains. Stafafell has been settled for a long time, and the unassum- 
ing church here, surrounded by birch trees, was founded a generation after the 
tenth-century Norwegian missionary Pangbrand — armed with a sword, and a 
crucifix instead of a shield — killed Stafafell’s pagan owner in a duel. Pangbrand 
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went on to spread the Christian message across Iceland, surviving attacks by 
sorcery and a berserker in the process, dividing the country and forcing the Albing 
to restore unity by accepting Christianity as the national religion in 1000. 

The only buildings besides the church form the farm, an TYYHA hostel (© 478 
1717, Wwww.eldhorn.is/stafafell; camping 500kr, sleeping-bag accommodation 
1700kr, ®) with warm 2-4 bed rooms, showers, kitchen, and TV, set just where 
hills begin to rise off the estuary flats. Meals can be arranged, but otherwise 
bring all your own supplies, as the nearest shops are 20km away in Hofn. The 
very helpful, slightly eccentric manager can advise and provide guides for 
treks in LonsGrefi, and also runs horse-riding and four-wheel-drive tours. In 
summer, passing buses will drop off and collect on the highway; in winter, the 
manager can pick up guests from H6fn with advance warning. 


Hiking in Lonsorefi 
Access into LonsGrefi reserve from Stafafell is either on jeep tracks, or along 
the dozen or so hiking trails, which cover everything from return walks of a 
few hours’ duration to the week-long trek northeast to Snzfell and Egilsstadir. 
However long you’re going for, take some warm clothing, food, water, and a 
tent; weather or navigation errors can see even day-walks accidentally extended. 
Without a guide, you'll also need Mal og menning’s Lonsorefi 1:100,000 map 
and advice from the farm about conditions on the longer routes — the reserve’s 
waterways are all glacier-fed, making for unpredictable flow rates in summer. 
A short, easy hike follows the marker pegs uphill behind the hostel onto 
the moor, above but away from the east side of the Jokulsa i Loni river. It’s 
slightly boggy heathland, with spongy cushions of moss, low birch thickets and 
hummocks of gravel; there’s a tight grouping of fells looming to the northeast, 
while the west is more open. Following a general northwest bearing, after 
a couple of hours you'll find yourself above the shattered, orange and grey 
rhyolite sides of the Grakinn valley; scramble west down the scree and then 
criss-cross the stream to where the valley appears to dead-end in a wall of dark 
cliffs. Push through a short canyon and exit to the Jokulsa 1 Loni, which you 


Lonsorefi to Snzfell 


The hiking trail from Stafafell in Lonsdrzefi to Sneefell takes at least four days, with 
another three to Egilsstadir - or arrange a pickup from Sneefell with Tanni Travel (see 
p.300). Factor in a couple of extra days for rest or casual exploration along the way, 
especially after the lengthy final section to Snezefell. While the hike isn’t especially 
hard, this is a remote area: don’t hike alone, and bring everything you’ll need with 
you. There’s one short glacier traverse, requiring a little experience; otherwise you 
just need to be fit. Feréafélag islands, the Iceland Touring Association (see p.96), do 
this trip every year, should you want to join a tour; they also operate many of the 
huts along the way. 

Instead of descending into Grakinn (see opposite), continue northwest along the 
edge of the fells before crossing westwards over the multi-streamed JOkulsa i Loni 
to a hut and campground at Eskifell. From here, you follow an ever-tightening gorge, 
cut by the headwaters of the Loni, due north to another hut and campground at 
IWikambur (bookings ©699 1424; water; 2000kr), around 25km from Stafafell, where 
there’s a high concentration of day-walks along side-gorges and up nearby peaks, 
including a route west up to Raudhamar for views down onto Oxarfellsjékull, Vatna- 
jOkull’s easternmost extension. 

Back on the main track, around 10km north of Illikambur is Vididalur, an attrac- 
tive valley with a campground to the south and lakeside hut 2km to the northwest 
at Kollumulvatn (© 863 5813; no amenities; 2000kr), where there are further glacial 
views and trails northwest to a collection of wind-scoured outcrops known as Trol- 
lakrokar, “troll spires”. The next 17kKm follows Vatnaj6kull’s northeastern edge to the 
Geldingafell hut (®863 5813; no amenities; 2000kr); from here, the final stage to 
Snzfell is a lengthy 35km (avoiding unfordable rivers), first westwards over the tip of 
Eyjabakkajokull, then bearing north at Litla-Sneefell to the Ferdafélag islands’ hut on 
Snzfell’s west side. For more on Sneefell and the route to Egilsstadir, see p.305. 


follow southeast downstream along a dull jeep track to the highway and the 
farm. In all, the walk takes four to five hours; just watch out for where the 
marker pegs may have fallen over. 

If you don’t head back through Grakinn, the above route continues 
— unmarked — into the reserve and most of the other trails; the next camp- 
ground in this direction is around three hours past Grakinn at Eskifell, with 
the famed Illikambur area near Vatnajokull’s eastern flanks a further 5—6 hours 
beyond. For details of this hike, which can be continued right through to 
Snefell outside the reserve, see the box above. 


Hofn 


Emerging from the new tunnel north of Vestrahorn on Route 1 around 15km 
west of Stafafell, you’re suddenly confronted by the first roadside view of 
Vatnajokull, a hazy white streak on the horizon with more sharply defined 
glaciers sliding seawards. Enjoying a prime position before these glacial tongues 
and perched on a narrow neck of land, the regional centre of HOEN is the 
biggest place for miles around. Vatnajdkull’s offshoots certainly make a splendid 
backdrop — at least on days when the pernicious fogs abate — though otherwise 
H6fn’s main function is as a staging post for the southeast, with a bus station, 
airport, and organized tours onto the ice cap. 

The western half of the bay over which Hof presides, Hornafjérdur, offered 
good landing for vessels in Viking times, and is the reason that the place exists 
at all. H6fn began life in 1863 as a tiny trading post east at Papafjordur, in Lon, 
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but went into a decline with the advent of modern vessels, whose deep keels 
prevented them from landing in the shallow bay. Faced with the prospect of 
having to ride all the way to Reykjavik for supplies, the traders moved shop 
to deeper anchorage at Hornafjérdur, naming the spot Hofn (simply meaning 
harbour”); expansion followed the 1950s fishing boom and the establishment 
of a fish-freezing plant, still the largest local employer. You can get to grips with 
all this — or just take shelter in wet weather — at Hofn’s museum Byggdasafn 
(daily: mid-May to June & mid-Aug to mid-Sept 1—6pm; July to mid-Aug 
9am—5pm; free), housed in the original store just up from the bus station on 
Hafnarbraut. There’s also a Glacier Exhibition (May & Sept daily 1—6pm; 
June—Aug daily 9!am—9pm; Oct—April Mon-Fri 1—4pm; 600kr) in the same 
building as the tourist office (see below) at Hafnarbraut 30, whose best feature is 
a nine-minute long film of the 1996 eruption under Grimsvotn and the subse- 
quent jékulhlaup flash-flood (p.326). You can also listen to the recorded calls of 
several of the birds you'll encounter on your travels around Iceland: the puffin, 
great skua, Arctic tern and red throated diver can all be heard at the press of a 
button. Tucked away in a corner upstairs, you’ll find a video showing clips from 
the James Bond films A View to a Kill (1983) and Die Another Day (2002) which 
were partly filmed on Vatnajokull around the glacial lagoon, Jokulsarlon; Roger 
Moore’s snowboarding, skiing and snowmobiling skills are quite remarkable. 


Practicalities 
Most of what you need in H6fn lies along a 700m stretch of the main road 
Hafnarbraut, which runs south through the middle of town and down to the 
harbour. From June to August buses stop at the campsite on Hafnarbraut (close 
to the junction with Vesturbraut); the rest of the year they use Hotel Héfn (see 
below) as their terminus. There are year-round services west along the Ringroad 
to Skaftafell, Kirkjubzejarklaustur, and through to Reykjavik; and from June to 
August eastwards via Djupivogur and Breiddalsvik to Egilsstadir. In either direc- 
tion, buses run daily only between June and August; at other times call ©562 
1011 for schedules. The airport — known as Hornafjordur on timetables — is 
6km west, with daily flights to and from Reykjavik throughout the year; you’ll 
have to hire a taxi (©865 4353; 800kr) from the desk here to reach town. 
Hofn’s tourist information office, at Hafnarbraut 30 (May & Sept daily 
1—6pm; June—Aug daily 9am—9pm; Oct—April Mon-Fri 1-4pm; ©478 2665), 
is a well-informed place with regional maps, brochures and Internet access 
(200kr per hour). All other services are south down Hafnarbraut towards 
the harbour, including two banks (with ATMs), a supermarket (daily 
9am—11pm), the post office (Mon-Fri 1—4.30pm), and an elderly but good 
swimming pool (Mon-Fri 7—9am & 4-8pm, Sat & Sun 9am—3pm; 300kr). 
The library Iune-Aug Mon-Fri noon—6pm; Sept-May Mon-Thurs 9am— 
7pm, Fri 1lam—5pm, Sat 1—5pm) at Litla Bru, opposite the supermarket off 
Hafnarbraut, has Internet access (200kr per hour). 


Accommodation, eating and drinking 

Ho6fn’s campsite (©478 1606 or 699 1424, @camping@simnet.is; 600kr) has 
showers, laundry, and plenty of space. The other budget options are the Nyiber 
IYHA hostel near the harbour at Hafnarbraut 8 (©478 1736, © hofn@hostel 
.is; sleeping-bag accommodation 2200kr), and the cosy Hvammur guesthouse 
facing the water nearby at Ranarsl6d 2 (©478 1503, @hvammur3@simnet 
.is; sleeping-bag accommodation 2500kr, @).The town’s most upmarket option 
is Hotel Héfn, west on Vikurbraut (478 1240, Wwww.hotelhofn.is; @), a 
comfortable but characterless modern pile where rooms #201 and #301 have 


Tours around Hofn 


Regional tours focus on spending a couple of hours bouncing across Vatnajékull 
in snowmobiles or jeeps, and cost from 7800kr per person. The main operator, 
Glacier Jeeps at Hafnarbraut 15 in Hofn (©478 1000, Wwww.glacierjeeps.is), can 
organize tailor-made excursions elsewhere across the ice cap. From June until 
August, Vatnaj6kull Travel (© 894 1616, ®www.vatnajokull.is) runs a daily return trip 
by bus from Hofn to the Jék/lase/ restaurant on Vatnajékull, where you can take a 
snowmobile or snowcat onto the ice (see below), followed by a stop at J6kulsarlon 
for a boat ride between the icebergs (p.322); this tour costs 5200kr per person with 
pickup from H6fn or Héfn airport. For something gentler, Arnanes (see below) has 
horses from 2500kr an hour. 


the best views of the glacier. For farmstay accommodation, Arnanes, near the 
airport (478 1550, Wwww.arnanes.is; sleeping-bag accommodation 2900kr, 
doubles with or without bath @-@) has self-contained cabins as well as rooms 
in the farmhouse itself. 

For eating, 2 Kaffi Hornid, a café at Hafnabraut 42, beside the Vikurbraut 
intersection, does lobster pasta in cognac sauce (2250kr), haddock with fries 
(1780kr) or better-value burgers (850kr). A cheaper option, just round the 
corner at Vikurbraut 2, Vikin serves up pizzas for around 1460kr, haddock and 
fries at 1290kr, and lamb chops with rosemary potatoes at 1695kr; it also has a 
bar. The Osinn restaurant inside Hétel Héfn is pricier, with pizzas from 1600kr 
and meat dishes around 2290kr, though its regular all-you-can-eat buffets for 
around 900kr are much better value, and extremely popular with locals; ask at 
reception for details. 


Skalafellsjokull and Skaftafell 
National Park 


It’s 125km west along Route 1 from Hofn to Skaftafell National Park, 
with Vatnajokull — or rather, its score of outrunning glaciers — staying with 
you the whole way, never more than a few kilometres from the roadside. 
With the clear atmosphere playing tricks with your eyes and making it 
difficult to judge scale, it’s only by the length of time it takes to pass them 
that you realize how huge these glaciers are, scored and scarred with crevasses 
and with a light powder of white snow covering the blue-green ice of the 
glacier tongues themselves. 

From Hofn and the road west you can see four of these glaciers at once 
— from east to west they’re Hoffellsj6kull, Flaajokull, Heinabergsj6kull and 
Skalafellsjokull. This last is the destination of glacier day-trips from H6fn 
(though if you’ve a four-wheel-drive you can turn up here yourself), with the 
16km, bumpy and steep Route F985 leaving the Ringroad 45km from H6fn 
and ascending to the snowline at the Joklasel restaurant, somewhere to fork 
out a fortune for a cake and coffee and gaze down to the coast. This is also 
the departure point for rides onto the ice in either an enclosed and sedate 
snowcat, or an open-air, speedy two-seater snowmobile (also called a skiddoo). 
These are certainly not cheap at 9800kr for just over an hour, but it’s great 
fun tearing across a frozen, empty horizon at upwards of 40km an hour. You'll 
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reach the top of Skalafellsjkull and at least get an idea of Vatnajokull’s extent; 
the usual destination is Brokarbotnstindur, a sharp-edged nunatak with great 
views west across a deep valley to more tall peaks and ice. Warm clothing, crash 
helmet and full instruction are provided (bringing sunglasses is a good idea), but 
it’s best to come a month either side of the main season — in July and August 
they have over 140 people a day up here. If you need accommodation in 
the area, the motel-like Smyrlabjorg (© 478 1074 or 892 2574, @smyrlabjorg 
@eldhorn.is; sleeping-bag accommodation 2500kr; @) is at ground level a 
couple of kilometres west of the F985 junction. 


JOkulsarlon, Ingolfshofoi and Svinafell 


Southwest of Smyrlabjorg, the road is forced ever closer to the sea by the 
encroaching glaciers, and after 35km you reach a short bridge spanning the 
mouth of Jékulsarlon, Glacier River Lagoon.This large pool between the nose 
of Breidamerkurjékull and the sea formed after the glacier began shrinking 
rapidly in the 1940s, and is chock-full of smallish, powder-blue icebergs which 
have split off Breidamerkurjokull’s front and float idly in the lake as if perform- 
ing some slow ballet, tinted pink by the sub-arctic evening light. All transport 
stops for a few minutes for a view from the bank, from where you can make 
thirty—forty-minute boat trips (2200kr) in fat-bellied craft, or just go for a 
walk along the shore and soak up the somehow soulful atmosphere — there’s a 
small café open in summer. 

From here the road continues southwest for another 30km, the coastal strip 
comprising the black gravel and thin grass glaze of Breidamerkursandur, with 
the surf breaking on shingle just metres from the road. This provides ideal nest- 
ing grounds for great skuas, avian pirates resembling brown, bulky gulls who 
chase and harass other seabirds until they drop their catches — or simply gang up 
on weaker birds and kill them. Skuas are best watched from a distance as they 
take exception to being disturbed while raising their young. At the end of the 
sandur the road bends sharply northwest at a fuel station and small supermarket, 
as you round the base of Oreefajékull, a glacier covering the Orefi volcano, 
whose devastating eruption in 1362 covered the whole region in tephra and 
caused its abandonment. Orefi’s protruding peak, Hvannadalshnukur, is the 
highest point in Iceland at 2199m; if you fancy a crack at the summit, contact 
Orefaferdir (©894 0894, W®www.hofsnes.com) or Mountain Guides (®©587 
9999, W www.mountainguide.is), who offer a fifteen-hour ascent of Hvannad- 
alshntikur for the fit and fearless (14,000kr), though you don’t need previous 
mountaineering experience. 


IngSlfshofoi 

Jutting 10km out to sea at this point is the flat prong of Ingolfsh6fdi, said to 
be where Iceland’s first official settler, Ingolfur Arnarson (see p.346), landed. 
It’s also, weather permitting, the first glimpse of Iceland you’ll get from the air, 
as it is directly beneath the flight-path that all aircraft en route to Iceland take. 
Tipped by a lighthouse, Ingolfsh6fd1’s soft soil and low cliffs attract summer 
colonies of puffins, razorbills and guillemots. From late April to late August you 
can arrange 3—4hr tractor-and-cart tours out here across the sands and marshes, 
including a hike around the headland itself, through Hofsnes farm (©894 0894; 
1500kr) on the Ingolfsh6foi turning. If you want to stay in the area, Litla Hof 
is a self-catering farmstay 5km up the road (0478 1670, © hof@vortex.is; 
sleeping-bag accommodation 2400kr, @), with a nineteenth-century turf 
church that was built on the site of a pagan temple. 


Svinafell 

The final twenty-kilometre run up to Skaftafell crosses the easternmost fringe 
of Skeidararsandur (see p.326), a desert of rubble and boulders with the massive 
spread of Skeidararj6kull — one of Vatnajdékull’s largest, most active glaciers 
— filling the distance but seeming to recede the closer you come. Just short 
of the national park, and sitting within a few hundred metres of the snout of 
Svinafellsjokull, modern farmhouses mark out Svinafell, once the residence 
of the Njal’s Saga character Flosi, who headed the burning of Njal and his 
family. It was also where Njal’s son-in-law Kari, the only one to have survived 
the burning, finally forgave Flosi in the closing chapters of the tale; see p.134 
for the full story. 


Skaftafell National Park 


Bordered by Orefajdkull to the east and Skeidararjékull to the west, Skaftafell 
National Park covers 1700 square kilometres of barren lowland sandurs, high- 
land slopes brimming with wildflowers, sharp mountain ridges and, of course, 
glaciers. The most accessible part of the park is Skaftafellsheidi, a high tongue 
of moorland protruding from between Skaftafellsj6kull to the east, and 
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westerly Morsarjokull. This is one of Iceland’s premier hiking venues, with 
a mass of relatively easy paths of anything from an hour to a full day in length 
running over the highlands, or along the valleys exposed by the retreating ice. 


Park practicalities 

Your first port of call is Skaftafell’s Visitor Centre (May to early June & mid- 
to late Sept daily 10am—3pm; early June to late Aug daily 8am—9pm; late Aug to 
mid-Sept daily 8am—6pm; ©478 1627, ©skaftafell@ust.is), a couple of kilome- 
tres north off Route 1 at the foot of Skaftafellsheidi. The National Park office 
here gives accurate advice and sells trail maps; there’s also a café (June—Aug 
only) serving awful coffee and a store selling essentials. The adjacent campsite 
(600kr) is huge with toilets, showers (200kr extra) and laundry; note that camp- 
ing out in the park itself needs prior permission from the park office. The only 
alternative accommodation close to hiking trails is Bolti (478 1626, ®478 
2426; sleeping-bag accommodation 2500kr), whose six-bunk cabins and tiny 
turf-roofed kitchen are perched on Skaftafellsheidi’s upper front, with beautiful 
views seawards — it’s popular and cheap, so book ahead. Five kilometres further 
east, but confusingly signed “Freysnes” from the Ringroad, Hotel Skaftafell (© 478 
1945, W www.hotelskaftafell.is;@) is an ordinary, modern affair on the highway. 
Rooms here are overly pink and flowery with cheap wooden panels and floor- 
ing; bizarrely for such a prime location they don’t have views of the glacier. 
Close by, the Svinafell guest house and campsite (© 478 1765, © flosihf@simnet 
.is; camping 650kr, ®), has the area’s only pool (July daily 1-9pm). 

Buses along the Ringroad stop at the Visitor Centre. Heading on from 
Skaftafell, there are buses year-round to Reykjavik or Héfn along Route 1. 
From mid-June until early September, you can also reach Reykjavik on daily 
buses inland via Landmannalaugar (p.131); in July and August there are also 
return day-trips by bus from Skaftafell, via Kirkjubzjarklaustur, to Lakagigar 
(p.328). Finally, on your way in or out of the park, check out the twisted 
girders mounted by the roadside just west of Skaftafell on Route 1 — these 
were originally part of Skeidararbru, destroyed in the 1996 Grimsvétn 
jokulhlaup (see p.326). 


Skaftafell hikes 

Skaftafell’s main hiking trails are marked and not especially demanding, 
though you should always take the weather into account — low cloud, rain and 
fog can move in quickly — and carry Landmeelingar Islands Skaftafell map, which 
has 1:100,000 and 1:25,000 sheets covering the Skaftafellsheidi area. For a more 
adventurous take on the area, contact Mountain Guide (®587 9999, Wwww 
-mountainguide.is), who arrange introductory 3hr ice-climbing tours on local 
glaciers (5200kr including equipment). 

One of the shortest walks at Skaftafell takes you east of the Visitor Centre to 
the front of Skaftafellsjokull itself, an easy thirty minutes through low scrub 
around the base of yellow cliffs where ravens tumble overhead. The woods 
end at a pool and stream formed from glacial meltwater, beyond which stretch 


‘ ice-shattered shingle and the four-metre-high front of the glacier, streaked 


with mud and grit and surprisingly unattractive. Crevasses, and the generally 
unstable nature of glacier extremities, make it inadvisable to climb onto the 
tongue unless you’ve previous experience. 

Most of Skaftafell’s trails are up top on Skaftafellsheidi, and the following 
clockwise circuit takes upwards of six hours — though you can easily just walk 
part of it. From the campground, head 500m west to where the road twists 
up Skaftafellsheidi’s front to end at a parking area, just past the track to Bolti 


guesthouse. Follow signs from here for ten minutes to pretty Svartifoss, the 
Black Falls, named after the dark, underhanging hexagonal columns that the 
water drops over, which inspired the architecture of Reykjavik’s National 
Theatre. Depending on the track you’ve taken, you might have to cross below 
the falls here to the west bank, heading towards Sjornarsker, a stony 310m 
ridge where the trail to Morsardalur diverges (see below) — it makes a good 
general orientation point, as you can see from the coast right up to Vatnajokull 
from here. Heading due north the path weaves through knee-high birch 
thickets, silent except for birdcalls, towards Skerholl’s steep front, and then 
climbs the gently sloping rear of this platform. Next comes a short ascent up 
to Nyrodrihnaukur, a long grassy crest off which you can spy downwards on 
Morsardalur’s picturesque spread of crumbly grey cliffs, flat valley floor with 
intertwined streams, and encroaching glaciers. 

By now you're about two hours from Svartifoss, right at the foot of 
Kristinatindar, a scree-covered peak rising 1125m to a jagged set of pinna- 
cles. One trail heads eastwards around its south side, but you can also hike 
on unmarked trails up and over Kristinatindar itself, starting from where the 
main path curves into a “bowl” between the two main peaks — the ascent is 
nowhere near as hard as it looks, though tiring enough. You emerge onto an 
icy saddle, the wind suddenly tearing into your face, with the main peak on 
your left (difficult in very strong winds) and the minor summit to the right. 
You want to do this on a good day, when the views are magnificent: the 
mountain is surrounded on three sides by ice, its wedge-like spine splitting 
VatnajOkull’s outflow into the two glaciers which run either side of it — eastern 
Skaftafellsj6kull is closer, a broad, white ribbon, crinkled and ribbed with the 
vast pressures squeezing it forward. The trail heads down towards it — you 
have to cast around to find the steep, indistinct track — landing you at Glama, 
at.the top of the sheer-sided valley filled by Skaftafellsjokull, where the trail 
meets up with the marked track around Kristinatindar. From here, you simply 
follow the stony cliff edge for an hour or so south to Sjonarnipa, a vantage 
above the glacier’s front, where the path divides to either continue along the 
edge back to the campsite via birch scrub at Austurbrekka, or crosses south- 
west over the moor to Svartifoss. 

Skaftafell’s other main track is out to Morsardalur, a ten-kilometre-long, 
flat-bottomed valley left in Morsarj6kull’s wake. From Sjornarsker (see above), 
the path descends to the flat valley floor, where you have a couple of options: 
either follow the east side of the valley up to Morsarjokull’s noisy front; or 
cross over to the west side at Bejarstadarskogar, a small wood of willows 
and birches, close to a sublime geothermal pool just big enough for two 
people.To reach the pool from the woodland, first wade across the narrow river 
coming down Austurdalur and the Reéttargil ravine, continue over the river 
flowing down from Vesturdalur and then take the well-trodden path which 
leads up the western side of the Vesturdalur river (see the map on p.323 for 
the precise location). You should allow 5hr to complete the return hike from 
the Visitor Centre. 

A less steep option to reach Bejarstadaskogur and the geothermal pool from 
the Visitor Centre is to cross the new bridge over the Morsa, at the foot of the 
Hrafnagil ravine, and then follow the stony west bank of the Morsa up towards 
the original bridge opposite Bzjarstadaskogur. 

Alternatively, once at Bajarstadaskogur, you can head in the opposite direction 
up the Morsardalur valley and bear west in front of the glacier for Kjos, a strik- 
ingly beautiful canyon of bare, fractured boulders and sharp yellow crests, which 
peak at 1000m. Again, give yourself at least six hours for the return hike. 
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Across Skeidararsandur to 
Kirkjubeejarklaustur 


West of Skaftafell, the highway skirts the massive crescent edge of Skeidarar- 
jokull, the most mobile glacier in Iceland, whose twenty-kilometre-wide 
front is so vast that it somehow manages to turn its 1000m drop off the top of 
VatnajOkull into what appears to be a gentle descent. Over the centuries, 
the scouring action from Skeidararjokull and other glaciers running west off 
Orefajdkull, combined with titanic outflows from the volcanic glacial lakes 
Grenalo6n and Grimsvotn, have created Skeidararsandur, and much of the 
66km of highway between Skaftafell and the tiny hamlet of Kirkjubzjark- 
laustur is spent scudding over this bleak gravel desert, which stretches 15km 
south from the road to the sea, and where winds can whip up sandstorms strong 
enough to strip the paint off your car. Surprisingly, then, Skeidararsandur is the 
largest European nesting ground for the greater skua — keep an eye open, too, 
for arctic foxes, which feed on the birds. Near Kirkjubzjarklaustur, you can 
detour inland to take in the stark gorges and glacial rivers of Nupsstadar- 
skogur, and to Lakagigar, the site of Iceland’s most destructive volcanic event 
of historic times. 


Under Skeidararjokull: Grzenal6on and 
Grimsvotn 


The complex network of turbulent, ever-shifting glacial rivers flowing out from 
underneath Skeidararjokull was such an obstacle to road-building that it was 
only with the construction of a series of bridges here in 1975 that the Ringroad 
around Iceland was completed — prior to which, anyone living to the east had 
to travel to Reykjavik via inland roads or Akureyri. These bridges — including 
Skeidararbrda, Iceland’s longest — had to be designed to cope with jékulh- 
laups, massive floods that erupt out from under Vatnajékull regularly and carry 
untold tonnes of boulders, gravel, ice and water before them. One cause of these 
is Grenalon, a lake formed by a short river whose outlet is blocked by the 
western side of Skeidararjokull, damming a two-hundred-metre-deep valley; 
every few years the lake fills enough to float the glacier dam wall and empties. 

Far more destructive, however, is Grimsv6tn, a crater lake above a smoul- 
dering volcano buried 400m under Vatnajdkull’s ice cap. Like Grznalon, 
Grimsvotn fills and empties every few years, but in October 1996 a force-five 
earthquake signalled abnormal activity under Vatnaj6kull and over the next 
few days the ice cap’s surface gradually sagged and collapsed inwards to reveal 
a six-kilometre-long volcanic vent. For ten days the volcano erupted continu- 
ously, blowing steam, ash and smoke 6km into the sky, and melting enough ice 
to fill Grimsvotn. Then, at 8am on November 5, Grimsvotn suddenly drained 
out underneath Skeidararjokull, sending three billion litres of water spewing 
across Skeidararsandur in a five-metre-high wave, sweeping away 7km of road 
and — despite design precautions — demolishing or badly damaging several 
bridges, including Skeidararbra. Fourteen hours later the flood rate was peaking 
at 45,000 cubic metres per second, and when the waters subsided a day later, 
the sandur was dotted with house-sized boulders and chunks of ice ripped off 
the front of Skeidararjokull. Aside from the barren scenery, there’s very little 
evidence for any of this today — the ice has long gone, the boulders have been 
shifted, and the bridges repaired — though if you’re heading to Skaftafell, remains 
of the original Skeidararbra are on display (see p.324). 


Nupsstadarskogur and on to 
Kirkjubcejarklaustur 


Nearing Skeidararjokull’s western end, the huge red and black outcrop of 
Lomagnupur gradually rises up out of the scenery, marking the glacier’s former 
limit before it began to retreat a century ago. In doing so, it allowed access to 
Nupsstadarskogur, a highly scenic valley with sheer cliffs and twisted glacial 
streams stretching 15km north along the side of the glacier towards Grzenalon. 
You'll need a high-clearance four-wheel-drive to negotiate the fords on the 
way in, so it’s best to line up transport for camping, or join a tour from Hvoll or 
Kirkjubeejarrklaustur (see below). Just past the access track and right at the foot of 
Lomagnupur, have a quick look at Nupsstadur, a neat line of turf-covered build- 
ings including an eighteenth-century stone farmhouse and an older church — the 
buildings themselves are fairly unremarkable, but the stark location evokes the hard- 
ships of farm life in Iceland a century ago. There’s summer-only accommodation 
about 5km further west and just off the road at Hvoll (© 487 4785, Wwww.simnet 
.is/nupsstadarskogur; sleeping-bag accommodation 1750kr), an TYHA hostel with 
a kitchen, where you can also pick up day-trips to Nupsstadarskogur. 

Past Nupsstadur, the scenery changes quickly as you finally leave Vatnajokull 
behind, hugging a band of low cliffs inland fronted by rounded hummocks 
rising over grassland and decayed lavafields, though sandurs still persist to the 
south. Around 15km along at Foss, you can see how the cliffs were pressed 
down under the weight of now vanished ice, with a thin waterfall falling over 
the lowest edge above the farm. Across the road, a short walking track from a 
parking area circuits a pile of twisted hexagonal trachyte known as Dvergham- 
mrar, the Dwarf Cliffs, whose form indicates rapid and uneven cooling. 


Kirkjubzejarklaustur, Lakagigar and around 


If it were anywhere else you'd hardly register passing the tiny township of 
KIRKJUBZAJARKLAUSTUR, but as the only place of any size between 
H6fn and Vik, what few services it harbours are most welcome. Given its 
diminutive size, the village is not worth an overnight stop, but is best used as 
an alternative base from which to launch an assault on nearby Skaftafell. The 
town sits at the foot of an escarpment on the Skafta, whose rather circuitous 
path originates on the western side of Vatnajokull and is flanked by lavafields 
from eruptions by Lakagigar in 1783, centred some 75km to the northwest (see 
p.328). Kirkjubzyjarklaustur (whose tongue-twisting name indicates a now- 
vanished convent, and is often thankfully abbreviated to just “Klaustur’’) has had 
religious associations since Irish monks set up camp here before the Settlement; 
a Benedictine convent was later established in 1186, though two of its nuns 
had the misfortune to be burned at the stake for heresy. But it was during the 
Lakagigar eruptions that the town’s church achieved national fame: as lava flows 
edged into the town, the pastor, Jon Steingrimsson, delivered what became 
known as the “Fire Sermon’’, and the lava halted. The modern church, sided 
in granite slabs halfway down Kirkjubzyjarklaustur’s single street, has an unusual 
facade resembling a ski lodge. It’s possible to climb the escarpment behind by 
means of a chain, and from the top there’s a fine view southwest over Landbrot, 
a collection of a thousand-odd pseudocraters (for more on these, see p.357), 
formed when lava flowed over a lake during another eruption in 950. For a 
final geological hit, walk a kilometre or so along the road heading north from 
town, to where you'll find a field paved in a small cross-section of hexagonal 
basalt “tiles” known as Kirkjugolf, or “Church Floor”. 
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Practicalities 

Kirkjubzyarklaustur is more or less a single street stretching for 500m west 
off the highway as it kinks over the river; first comes the bus stop and fuel 
station, then a tiny complex containing a bank (with ATM), post office, and 
supermarket (Mon-Fri 9am—6pm, Sat 10am—noon). Past this complex is the 
church, with a tourist information office (daily mid-June to Aug 10am—3pm) 
opposite, though it’s not of great use. Kirkjubzjarklaustur’s campsite (© 487 
4612; 500kr), with toilets and showers, is behind the shopping complex, while 
the Icelandair-run Hotel Klaustur (© 487 4900, W www.icehotel.is;@) is up past 
the information office at Klausturvegur 6, with the pool (Mon-Thurs 10am— 
7pm, Fri 10am—8.30pm, Sat & Sun noon—4pm; 300kr) behind. For meals, head 
to Systrakaffi in the complex, which serves expensive pizzas (1700—1900kr), 
deep-fried haddock at 1800kr, and an assortment of snacks and coffee — the 
fuel-station café is a poor alternative. 

Tours to Nupsstadarskogur with the English-speaking Hannes Jonsson 
(© 487 4785 or 893 4133) leave daily from mid-June until the end of August, 
and cost 3800kr; buses to Lakagigar run daily at 9am (July & Aug). Buses head 
year-round in both directions along the Ringroad, and also via Landmannalau- 
gar to Reykjavik from mid-June until early September. 


Lakagigar 

Reached off the highway along a forty-five-kilometre jeep track some 5km 
west of Kirkjubzjarklaustur, Lakagigar — the Laki Craters — are evidence of 
the most catastrophic volcanic event in Iceland’s recorded history. In June 1783, 
the earth here split into a 25km-long fissure that, over the next seven months, 
poured out a continuous thick blanket of poisonous ash and smoke and enough 
lava to cover six hundred square kilometres. So thick were the ash clouds that 
they reached as far as northern Europe, where they caused poor harvests; in 
Iceland, however, there were no harvests at all, and livestock dropped dead, 
poisoned by eating fluorine-tainted grass. Over the next three years Iceland’s 
population plummeted by a quarter — through starvation, earthquakes and an 
outbreak of smallpox — to just thirty-eight thousand people, at which point the 
Danish government considered evacuating the survivors to Jutland. 

A succession of difficult river crossings means that you can only get to Lakagi- 
gar on tours from Skaftafell (departing 8.30am) or Kirkjubzjarklaustur (depart- 
ing 9.30am), which run daily through July and August (©545 1717 for details), 
and it’s certainly worth the expense to see the succession of low, black craters 
surrounded by a still sterile landscape, though the flows themselves are largely 
covered in a carpet of thick, spongy green moss. Pick of the scenery is on the 
journey in at Fagrifoss, the Beautiful Falls, and the view from atop Laki itself 
(818m), which takes in an incomprehensible expanse of lava. 


West to Vik 

As you head west out of Kirkjubzrjarklaustur, a big orange sign warns of 
sandstorms and within a few kilometres you’ve cleared the Landbrot pseudo- 
crater fields and the Lakagigar road and are heading relentlessly over the dismal 
Eldhraun — another of Laki’s lava legacies — for the final 60km to Vik and the 
southwest. It’s not an exciting journey: around 23km along you pass Eystriasar 
farm, which marks the eastern end of the Fyallabak route through the southern 
Interior via Landmannalaugur (p.131), after which Vik is a brief drive away 
across the equally eventless Myrdalssandur. 


Travel details 


= (3 weekly/1 daily; Shr 45min); Vik (3 weekly/ 


Buses run along the Ringroad between Reykjavik 
and Hofn and between Egilsstadir and Akureyri 
year-round; the service is daily from June until 
August, with a restricted service at other times. 
Between September and May — when Ringroad 
services terminate at Hofn and Egilsstadir — there 
are no buses between these two places. We have 
shown the winter/summer frequencies below 
separated by /. 

Breiddalsvik to: Djupivogur (3 weekly/1 daily; 
Thr); Egilsstadir (3 weekly/1 daily; 2hr); Faskruds- 
fjordur (daily; 50min); H6fn (3 weekly/1 daily; 2hr 
15min); Stddvarfjordur (daily; 20min). 


Egilsstadir (3 weekly/1 daily; 2hr 20min); Héfn 

(3 weekly/1 daily; 1hr 15min). 

Egilsstadir to: Akureyri (4 weekly/1 daily; 4hr); 
Breiddalsvik (3 weekly/1 daily; 2hr); Djupivogur 

(3 weekly/1 daily; 2hr 20min); Eskifjoréur (daily; 
45min); Faskrudsfjdrdur (daily; 1hr 10min); Hofn 
(3 weekly/1 daily; 3hr 45min); Neskaupstadur 
(daily; 1hr 10min); Reydarfjérdur (daily; 30min); 
Seydisfjordur (3 daily; 25min); Stddvarfjdrdur (daily; 
Thr 40min). 

Eskifjordur to: Egilsstadir (daily; 45min); 
Neskaupstadur (2 daily; 25min); Reydarfjordur 

(2 daily; 15min). 

Faskrudsfjordur to: Breiddalsvik (daily; 50min); 
Egilsstadir (daily; 1hr 10min); St6dvarfjorour (daily; 
30min). 

Hofn to: Breiddalsvik (3 weekly/1 daily; 2hr 
15min); Djupivogur (3 weekly/1 daily; 1hr 15min); 
Egilsstadir (1 daily; 3hr 45min); Jokulsarlon 

(3 weekly/1 daily; 1hr 30min); Kirkjubsjarklaustur 


8hr 30min); Selfoss (3 weekly/1 daily; 7hr 30min); 
Skaftafell (3 weekly/1 daily; 2hr 40min); Skogar 


: 1 daily; 3hr 50min). 

- Kirkjubzejarklaustur to: Hofn (3 weekly/1 daily; 
Shr); JOkulsarlon (3 weekly/1 daily; 2hr); Reykjavik 
- (3 weekly/1 daily; 6hr 30min); Selfoss (3 weekly/ 

: 1 daily; 5hr 30min); Skaftafell (3 weekly/1 daily; 

- Ihr 5min); Skégar (3 weekly/1 daily; 2hr); Vik 

- (3 weekly/1 daily; 1hr 20min). 

: Neskaupstadur to: Egilsstadir (daily; 1hr 10min); 

- Eskifjérdur (2 daily; 25min); Reydarfjrdur (2 daily; 

- 35min). 

- Reydarfjordur to: Egilsstadir (daily; 30min); 

- EskifjGréur (2 daily; 15min); Neskaupstadur (2 daily; 
- 35min). 

: Seydisfjordur to: Egilsstadir (3 daily; 25min). 
Djupivogur to: Breiddalsvik (3 weekly/1 daily; 1hr); _ Skaftafell to: Hofn (3 weekly/1 daily; 2hr 40min); 
- Kirkjubeerjarklaustur (3 weekly/1 daily; 1hr 5min); 
: Reykjavik (3 weekly/1 daily; Shr 30min); Selfoss 
- (3 weekly/1 daily; 4hr 30min); Skogar (3 weekly/ 
- 1 daily; 3hr 50min); Vik (3 weekly/1 daily; 2hr 

~ 20min). 

: Stodvarfjordur to: Breiddalsvik (daily; 20min); 

- Egilsstadir (daily; 1hr 40min); Faskrddsfjérdur 

~ (daily; 30min). 


- Egilsstadir to: Reykjavik (daily; 1hr). 
_ HOfn to: Reykjavik (daily; 55min). 


: The Norrona ferry operates all year but only calls 

: at Lerwick and Scrabster in Scotland during the 

: summer season. The frequencies and times below 
: apply between mid-May and mid-September. 

- Seydisfjdrdur to: Bergen, Norway (weekly; 

(3 weekly/1 daily; 3hr); Reykjavik (3 weekly/1 daily; > 48S); Hanstholm, Denmark (weekly, 2 days); 
- Lerwick, Shetland Islands (weekly; 3 days); 

- Scrabster, Scotland (weekly; 6 days); Torshavn, 
: Faroe Islands (weekly, 16 hr). 
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CHAPTER 8 


Interior trip, to where outlaws 
were once banished — an 
unremittingly bleak and barren 
desert stretching to a horizon 
tipped with ice caps. 

See p.337 


Hveravellir Unexpected 
splash of green and a bathable 
hot spring in the middle of the 
wilderness, and a great place 
to break an Interior 

traverse. See p.338 


Highlights 


%* Sprengisandur The classic * Askja Massive caldera rimmed 


by rough, snowy peaks, where 
you can swim in a flooded 
crater, the remnants of a 
colossal eruption in 1875. 

See p.339 


Kverkfjoll Extremely remote 
and difficult-to-reach ice 
caves, hollowed out by hot 
springs welling up under the 
northwestern edge of the 
mighty Vatnajokull ice cap. 
See p.340 


A Hveravellir hot springs 


Tne Interior 


othing you might see elsewhere in Iceland prepares you for the stark, 

desolate, raw beauty of the barren upland plateau (500—900m) that is 

the Interior (known in Icelandic as halendid or “highlands”), Europe’s 

last true wilderness. The strength and unpredictability of the elements 
here means that the country’s heart is a desolate and uninhabited place, with no 
towns or villages, just cinematic vistas of seemingly infinite plains, glacial rivers 
and lavafields punctuated only by ice caps, volcanoes and jagged mountains, all 
reminiscent of lunar landscapes — this is, after all, where the Apollo astronauts 
came to train for their moon landing. Sheep are virtually the only living things 
that manage to survive here, but pasture and vegetation, where they do exist, 
comprise only scattered clumps of ragged grass, and it’s a daunting task for the 
farmers who venture out into this no-man’s-land to round up their livestock 
every autumn. 

Historically, routes through the Interior were forged in Viking times as a 
shortcut for those making the journey on horseback to the annual law-making 
sessions at Pingvellir, though the region later provided refuge — if you can call 
it that — for outlaws, who are said to have been pardoned in the unlikely event 
that they managed to survive here for twenty years. Today, with the advent of 
the Ringroad and direct flights to Reykjavik from all corners of the country, the 
need to traverse this area has long gone, and there are no roads, just tracks (the 
main ones are listed on p.336) marked by stakes, and hardly any bridges across 
the rivers, causing some hairy moments when they are forded. The weather, 
too, is Iceland at its most elemental. Not only can fierce winds whip up the 
surface layer of loose grit in a matter of seconds, turning a beautiful sunny spell 
into a blinding haze of sand and dirt, but snow-storms are common even in July 
and August — the summer here is very short indeed, barely a matter of weeks, 
the winter long and severe, when the tracks are blocked by deep snowdrifts and 
closed to traffic. Indeed, every year, the Interior claims victims through drown- 
ings in the icy rivers, while others perish in snow-storms. Occasionally, some 
simply disappear without trace. 

Of all the various tracks, only two Interior routes actually cross the whole 
way between north and south Iceland. The most dramatically barren of these 
is Sprengisandur (F26), which leads from the Pjorsa, east of Selfoss, to the 
Bardrdalur valley between Akureyri and Lake Myvatn — it’s also possible to 
approach Sprengisandur from Skagafj6rdur on the F752 and from Akureyri 
on the F821. The alternative is Kj6lur (Route 35), from Gulfoss to the 
Blondudalur valley south of Blonduds, which has less dramatic scenery but is 
the only route on which you can use normal cars. Other routes lead into the 
Interior but don’t offer a complete traverse: there’s the western Kaldidalur 
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route (F550) between Borgafjordur and Pingvellir (see box, p.173); east of 
Lake Myvatn, the F88 follows the course of the mighty Jokulsa 4 Fj6llum 
south to the Askja caldera, from where the F902 continues towards Kverk- 
fj6ll; heading inland from Egilsstadir, the F910 winds its way to Snefell and 
the northeastern flank of Vatnajokull (see p.305); while the Fjallabak route 
runs behind the south coast’s icecaps (see box, p.139). 

It is possible to get a taste of this utter isolation in safety on bus tours, essen- 
tially normal bus services but (usually) with a guide, though even then it’s a 
bumpy ride. Should you decide instead to cross the Interior under your own 
steam, it’s essential to be properly prepared before departure; note too that the 
majority of routes are fully accessible only by four-wheel-drives, and that 
when on them, you should stick to them: off-road driving is not only illegal, 
but carries substantial fines and does irreparable damage to the land. 


Bus tours and tickets 

There are four main bus tours that penetrate the Interior in summer; unless 
otherwise stated, all the fares we give below are one-way. The only bus 
pass valid for Interior routes is the Highland passport (see Basics, p.34), 
which offers unlimited travel on the Kjolur, Sprengisandur, Landmannalaugar, 
Skaftafell and Pborsmork routes. A guide — or at least recorded commentary 
— is usually provided, although large parties on the more popular trips tend to 
make the guides inaudible. Note that all the trips listed below last a day unless 
otherwise stated, though it is possible to hop off the buses at any of their stops 
— there’s at least one hut and campsite on each route — and get back on another 
service the next day. 

From early July to late August three buses every week cross between 
Reykjavik and Myvatn via Sprengisandur (Reykjavik—Landmannalaugar 
4,500kr; Landmannalaugar-Myvatn 7,200kr) in two stages, overnighting at 
Landmannalaugar’s hot springs (see p.131), where you might have to camp. 
The more straightforward day-trip between Reykjavik and Akureyri over 
Kjolur runs daily from late June until August (8200kr). Round-trips to Askja 
leave from Myvatn on Monday, Wednesday and Friday from late June to mid- 
July and the last two weeks of August, with daily services from mid-July to 
mid-August (9000kr). Lastly, a three-day excursion to Kverkfjéll runs out 
of Myvatn, Akureyri and Hutsavik every Monday from early July until late 
August, and includes two nights’ accommodation and a day’s walking on a 


glacier (20,200kr round trip). 


Self-driving, cycling and hiking 

Any self-driving, cycling or hiking trip through the Interior must be care- 
fully planned and considered. Never underestimate the extreme conditions, 
climatic and geological, which you may encounter en route. Remember 
too that in poor weather, low cloud obscures what precious little there is to 
see, and one part of cold grey desert looks very much like another. Always 
wear warm and brightly coloured protective clothing, and choose your 
time of departure carefully, basing it on the latest weather forecast from the 
national newspapers, television or the Meteorological Office (Wwww.vedur 
is/english). Most importantly, check the condition of the mountain roads 
and Interior routes in advance with the Icelandic Highways Department, 
Vegagerdin (©1777, Wwww.vegag.is); although we’ve given the official 
opening times for routes in the box on p.336, these can vary according to 
the weather. However you're planning on travelling, read the relevant sections 
in “Basics” on pp.32—38 and take everything you'll need with you, including 
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Average opening dates of Interior routes 


Askja/Oskjuleié (F88) June 20 Kjdlur (35) June 20 
Eyjafjordur (F821) July 20 Kverkfjoll (F902) June 20 
Fjallabaksleid (F208) July 2 Skagafjérdur (F752) July 14 
Landmannalaugar-Eldgja July 2 Sprengisandur (F26) June 29 


Kaldidalur (F550) June 15 


a compass — at times it can be difficult to determine a route where several 
sets of car tracks meet. 

If you're driving across the Interior, check your car insurance policy, as 
four-wheel-drives aren’t usually covered for breakdowns when crossing rivers 
and most rental cars are not allowed to cross the Interior at all, even via Kjolur. 
Essential equipment for drivers includes a tow rope, shovel, basic spare parts 
— and a rudimentary knowledge of how the engine works. It’s best to travel 
in groups of two or more vehicles, and remember to carry plenty of fuel, as 
consumption in low-range gears can be half as much again as on well-surfaced 
roads. Never venture from the marked tracks — the off-road tyre marks you'll see 
here and there, made by illegal off-roaders, take years to heal and only worsen 
the country’s uphill struggle against soil erosion. Don’t expect to find many 
bridges either — you'll need some previous experience of tackling glacial river 
crossings before you set out. 

The only Interior route that cyclists and hikers can tackle unaided is 
the Kjolur track, since there are no rivers to wade through whilst heavily 
laden with packs and cycles, and the terrain is less severe. If you are plan- 
ning on using other routes, you'll have to hitch rides over the more difficult 
rivers with passing transport, so will probably spend longer on your journey 
than you intended — making it all the more vital that you carry excess 
food and water. 


Overnight huts and camping 

The mainstay of accommodation in the Interior is the network of overnight 
huts, or seluhus, open all year and run by Ferdafélag Islands, the Touring Club 
of Iceland (see p.46). Marked on maps of the Interior, the huts are very busy 
during summer, and it’s essential to book them well in advance. Although they 
differ — the better ones have self-catering facilities and running water — you'll 
always need to bring your own sleeping bag and all sleeping space is in dorms. 
The huts are located in two main areas in the Interior: south and east of 
Langjokull, on and close to the Kjdlur route; and north of Vatnajokull around 
Askja and Kverkfjoll. We’ve given contact numbers in the guide text; costs are 
around 2000kr per person per night. 

If you're camping make sure to take enough tent pegs with you to anchor 
down your tent since the wind that howls uninterrupted across the Interior 
plain can be truly ferocious — among seasoned Iceland-travellers, tales of 
blown-away tents are alarmingly common. Campsites (around 650kr), some 
of which have running water, are at Hveravellir and Hvitarnes, for the Kjolur 
route; at Nyidalur, for the Sprengisandur route; at Laugafell, for the F752 to 
Skagafjordur; and at Herdubreidarlindir, Dyngjufjoll (Dreki) and Kverkfjoll, on 
the Askja and Kverkfjoll routes. 


Across Sprengisandur: the F26 


Featuring the most desolate terrain found in Iceland, the Sprengisandur 
trip runs from Reykjavik to Myvatn, initially taking the Ringroad to Hella 
before turning inland and following the course of the Ytri-Ranga river. The 
Interior section of this route, from Sigalda to Godafoss, covers 244km. On 
coach trips, you pass within 10km of the foot of Hekla prior to reaching 
Djorsardalur valley and the reconstructed Saga Age farm at St6ng (see p.129) 
— easily missed unless the guide points it out. You then pass Porisvatn, a lake 
whose waters find their outlet in the Pjorsa river and feed a hydroelectric 
power station. After this, the route climbs into the stony highlands between 
Hofsjokull and the western edge of the mighty Vatnajékull, which mark the 
beginning of Sprengisandur proper, an incredible journey through mile after 
mile of grey sand, stones and rocks that have lain untouched for thousands of 
years. The enduring image is of nothingness: the glaciers and mountains that 
fringe the desolation seem a long way off. 

Glacial rivers are periodically crossed until you reach Nyidalur, where the 
route’s sole campsite and hut (July & August only, ©854 1194) occupies a 
lonely, cold and windswept spot at 800m, right on the base of Tungnafellsj6kull’s 
tiny, isolated icecap. The Nyidalur valley leads southeast around the glacier from 
here towards Vatnaj6kull, only 20km from camp; while well away to the west 
below Hofsj6kull are the Pjorsarver wetlands, breeding ground of many of 
the world’s population of pink-footed geese. This remote spot attracted world 
attention in 2000 when the government’s plans to flood the area to provide 
hydroelectric power for a new aluminium smelter became widely known 
outside Iceland. Following sustained pressure from environmentalists — and a 
petition signed by one in four Icelanders — the plans were shelved. 

Three kilometres past Nyidalur comes the turn for the Gesavatn route 
(F910), which weaves its way over some quite appalling terrain and through an 
alarming number of rivers, around the north of Vatnajokull, to meet up with 
the F88 to Askja. Get local advice if you’re thinking of taking this route, and 
only travel in convoy. Otherwise, the F26 continues due north across Sprengi- 
sandur to the grey waters of Fj6rdungsvatn, which marks the turn for the 
F752 SkagafjOrdur route, via the Laugafell hot springs and overnight hut 
(©462 2720), to Varmahlid and the Ringroad. Then, slowly, the Sprengisandur 
route gains traces of green, reaching Aldeyjarfoss before descending into the 
Bardardalur valley, whose scattered farms seem positively lively after hours spent 
looking at barren waste. The road down from Bardardalur hits the Ringroad 
close to Godafoss, where coaches turn right for Myvatn. Allow at least eight 
hours if you’re driving this route yourself — which is nothing compared to the 
week it took for the first car to traverse Sprengisandur in 1933. 


Across Kjolur: Route 35 


Kjélur (also known as Kjalvegur) is the shorter of the two inland routes between 
north and south Iceland, and the longest known: its discovery is recorded in 
the Book of Settlements. Considered safer than Sprengisandur, though abandoned 
for a while after the death of a large party in 1780, it qualifies as a highway if 
any Interior route can claim to be, with buses, coaches, four-wheel-drives and 
even ordinary family sedans bouncing along it during the summer months. This 
account begins on the north coast and ends in Reykjavik, though it’s possible 
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to travel from south to north; from Akureyri, buses follow the Ringroad west 
before turning off along the course of the Blandaa, passing a hydroelectric power 
station that’s built mostly underground. From the power station to Gullfoss it’s a 
distance of 161km; if driving yourself, allow at least five hours. 

You initially pass through an area of moorland and lakes, with ice caps and 
black-streaked mountains to the south; once into the Interior, the outlook is 
similar to Sprengisandur — grey sands and stones. For much of its duration, the 
route follows the line of barbed-wire fencing erected to keep the sheep from 
the west separate from those in the east and restrict the spread of disease (some- 
one is actually employed to ride back and forth along the fence to check that 
it hasn’t been breached). Kjélur itself, the highest point on the route, is a broad 
rocky pass between the massive icesheets of Langj6kull and Hofsjokull. Here 
the F735 leads the short distance west (around 2km) to a grassy depression in 
the landscape at Hveravellir hot springs, where you’ll find a campsite and 
well-appointed overnight 4% huts (© 452 4200, @www.hveravellir.is) — there’s 
also fuel available in July and August. The only bathable pool is a small, waist- 
deep affair next to one of the huts, above which boardwalks head up a calci- 
fied slope to where hotter springs, encrusted with sulphur, bubble, belch and 
occasionally erupt violently. One of these is named Eyvindarhver, after the 
outlaw Eyvindur (see p.340) who lived here for two years and used the spring 
to boil up sheep for his dinner. In summer, the springs can get busy, so try to 
time your dip to avoid scheduled daily bus arrivals in the early afternoon — or 
stay overnight and have the springs almost to yourself. 

South of here the road runs rougher as it passes between Hofsjékull to 
the east, whose ice cap presses down on a black plateau, and easterly Hrutfell, 
outpost of a more distant Langjokull. Around 28km south of the Hveravellir 
junction, the F347 heads 10km southeast to the tumble of peaks at 4% Kerlin- 
garfjoll, where there’s accommodation from mid-June until mid-September 
(©852 5132, Wwww.kerlingarfjoll.is; sleeping-bag accommodation 2200kr) 
and a restaurant. 

Continuing down Route 35, the road runs closer to Langjokull and Hvitar- 
vatn, stage on the Kj6lurvegur (see box below) and source of the Hvita, which 
flows down to Gullfoss. Heathland surrounding the lakeshore is said to harbour 
some ninety species of Alpine plant, and you can often see icebergs, calved off 
the front of the Nordurjokull glacier, floating in the serene, pale-blue lake. Once 
across a substantial bridge over the river’s headwaters, the road climbs up beside 


The Kjolurvegur trek 


The Kjélurvegur trek is an excellent two- to three-day hike from Hveravellir to the 
glacial lake of Hvitarvatn, following the original Kjdlur route that ran west of the 
present Route 35, hugging the slopes of Langjokull: it’s punctuated by overnight 
huts roughly four to six hours’ walk apart. From the springs, follow the F735 west 
towards the glacier and after roughly 14km, at the Pjdfadalir overnight hut, the 
jeep track peters out into a walking path as it swings southeast, around the tiny 
Hrutfell glacier, for another overnight hut at Pverbrekknamuli. From here, it’s a further 
straightforward hike of around four to six hours to reach the Hvitarnes hut, an idyllic 
if somewhat lonely place to break the journey — the hut is supposedly haunted by a 
young woman who lived hereabouts when the area was farmed, though only men 
who sleep in a certain bed in the hut will see her, apparently. From the hut, it’s an easy 
eight-kilometre walk back to Route 35 and the bus to either Reykjavik or Akureyri 
passing the beautiful Hvitarvatn glacial lake, at the foot of Langj6kull, on the way. 


Blafell and then you’re suddenly on a plateau with a view extending southwest 
over green river plains almost to the sea. The road improves too, and it’s only a 
further 25km downhill run from here to Gullfoss, whose spray 1s visible in the 
distance like a puff of smoke. Tours pause briefly at Gullfoss (see p.121) and then 
Geysir (see p.120) before Laugarvatn (see p.119) and Pingvellir (see p.113) on 
the way to Reykjavik, which makes this tour an excellent — and cost-effective 
— way of also seeing these Golden Circle attractions. 


Herdubreid and Askja: the F88 


The crownlike formation of Herdubreid has earned it the nickname “Queen 
of the Icelandic Mountains”, and at a height of 1682m, it towers over the 
surrounding Odaédahraun (Desert of Misdeeds), a featureless lavafield north of 
VatnajOkull. You can get within a few kilometres of the mountain on the F88 
Askja route (Oskjuleid in Icelandic), which leaves the Ringroad not far east of 
Myvatn and heads south, via Herdubreid, to Askja, a vast flooded caldera in 
the middle of the lavafield. 

Marked by wooden posts and tyre tracks weaving off across the usual black 
gravel plains, the F88 initially follows the west bank of the glacial Jékulsa a 
Fj6llum — which eventually flows north through Jokulsargljufur (see p.284) 
— until reaching Herdubreidarlindir, an oasis of poor grass and hot springs 
between the river and Herdubreid, where there’s a campsite and overnight hut 
with kitchen and toilets (® 462 2720). On the edge of the encircling lava, a small 
stream wells out through a wall of lava blocks that conceal Eyvindur’s cave, 
said to have been inhabited by this resourceful outlaw during the harsh winter 
of 1774-75, during which time he survived on dried horsemeat and the bitter 
roots of angelica plants, which grow in profusion nearby — he always considered 
this the worst experience of his entire twenty years on the run (see box on 
p.300). Other sights in the area include a small gorge along the river some 6km 
upstream; and Herdubreid itself, a brown, snow-streaked cone whose base 1s 
about 5km west over the lava — a surprisingly tiring hike over what appears to 
be flat ground — with a difficult trail to the summit from the west side. A third 
option is a two-day hike to Askja: from the hut, follow the path around the 
mountain until it meets the trail up to the summit, then turn due west, away 
from the mountain, heading for the shield volcano of Kolléttadyngja, where 
there’s an overnight hut Bredrafell (bookings ®462 2720) — allow roughly six 
hours to cover the 17km here from Herdubreidarlindir. The route on the second 
day (20km; 6hr) leads due south from Brzrafell across the lava to the foot of the 
Askja volcano and the overnight hut at Drekagil (see below). 

Back on the F88, the tracks veers west away from the river towards the black 
and contorted Dyngjufj6ll mountains which rim Askja’s eastern edge. There’s 
another basic cabin and campsite here at Drekagil (bookings ©462 2720), a 
small, rough canyon which you can follow for a short way, then the track contin- 
ues for a final 8km to a walking track into Askja itself. Askja is a partially flooded, 
eight-kilometre-wide crater formed from a collapsed subterranean magma cham- 
ber, source of the prehistoric outflows which drained out over the land and caused 
the grim and forbidding surrounds. There have been more recent eruptions too: 
in 1875, a colossal explosion here vapourized two cubic kilometres of rock with 
such force that dust and gravel fell on Denmark; land between here and the coast 
at Vopnafjordur was buried under drifts of yellow pumice up to two metres deep, 
which poisoned the soil and sterilized the region — some two thousand local 


884 ou) :elysy pue olauqnoQueH | YOIMSINISHL @ 


339 


eae 
rite 2 
2 


olpeny 07 seynoy | MOMMALNI FHL fon 


340 


Eyvindur and Halla 


Iceland’s most famous outlaws since saga times were the seventeenth-century 
Eyvindur and his harsh-tempered wife, Halla. They are the only Icelandic outlaws 
to have managed twenty years on the run, thus earning themselves a pardon; many 
places around Iceland are named after Eyvindur, showing just how much he had to 
keep moving. 

Abandoning their farm in the West Fjords, they set up at Hveravellir, now on the 
Kjdlur route (See p.337), robbing travellers and stealing sheep from nearby properties. 
Eventually chased on by a vengeful posse, they shifted south to the Pjérsa west of 
Hekla for a few years — the easiest time of his outlawry, so Eyvindur later said — then 
to remoter pastures on the Sprengisandur, which hadn’t been crossed for many years 
at this point. Caught after stealing a horse, Eyvindur and Halla were held at Myvatn’s 
church, from where Eyvindur managed to escape by asking to be untied so that he 
could pray. As luck would have it, a thick fog came down and he was able to hide 
nearby until people had given up looking for him, thinking him far away. He then stole 
another horse and rode it south to Herdéubreidarlindir (see p.339), where he somehow 
survived an appalling winter in a “cave” he built into the lava here. Later on, he met 
up with Halla again and they drifted around the country, always just managing to 
evade capture but forced by hunger or pursuit to kill their infant children. Tradition 
has it that after being pardoned they returned to their farm, where they died in the 
late seventeenth century. 


farmers emigrated to Canada as a result. The last big outflow of lava here was in 
the 1960s, and it’s over this that you walk up into the caldera and south to the 
217-metre-deep lake, Oskuvatn, which half-fills Askja. Beside its north shore, 
Viti is a smaller flooded crater marking the site of the 1875 catastrophe, before 
which the vent was described by one local traveller as ““a complete Devil’s caul- 
dron from which all living things fly; horses quake with mortal fear and can hardly 
stand when taken to the brink”’. It’s more docile today; you can scramble down its 
steep sides, dotted with sulphur springs, to bathe in the opaque blue-white waters, 
which can be a little tepid sometimes but perfect for a quick dip. 

From Askyja, the F910 wiggles around the northern flank of Vatnajokull to join 
up with the F26 Sprengisandur route north of Nyidalur (see p.337), but this 
should only be driven in convoy and after seeking local advice. 


Routes to Kverkfjoll 


The main track (F905) to the ice-covered Kverkfjoll begins 4km south of 
Moorudalur — a tiny settlement 8km south of the Ringroad, halfway between 
Vopnafjordur and Lake Myvatn — crossing undulating gravel and passing the 
small lake. Twenty kilometres south of M66rudalur, the route links up with the 
F910, leading over the Kreppa, which is bridged, to the junctions with the F902 
and F903. The latter leads to the hot springs of Hvannalindir, an oasis where 
eighteenth-century outlaw Eyvindur fashioned a rough shelter using lava blocks 
around a hollow on the edge of the lavafield. He also built a sheep pen with a 
covered passageway to the nearby stream, so the animals could drink without 
being spotted and hence not give away his location. Both can still be found but 
are well concealed, as Eyvindur intended. 

Beyond the springs, route F903 joins up with its neighbour to the north, the 
F902, before reaching Kverkfjoll via a maze of ash hills. There’s a campsite and 


an overnight hut here (®853 6236) overlooking the braided streams of the 
Jokulsa 4 Fjollum’s upper reaches. Low white clouds hover overhead during the 
long hard slog up the dormant volcano, which erupted to devastating effect in 
the fifteenth century, and once at the top these are revealed to be steam issu- 
ing from deep fissures in the ice. Nearby sulphur springs, hissing like boiling 
kettles, prevent ice from forming in their immediate area and the bare yellow 
earth is in stark contrast to the surroundings. The outstanding views from the 
glacier take in the entire expanse of Odadahraun lavafield, the Dyngjufjoll 
mountains, Herdubreid mountains, and even the jagged peaks that mark the 
distant northern coast. 

Jokulsa 4 Fj6llum rises from hot springs under Vatnaj6kull, and its heat forms 
an ice cave, 5km from the hut. Some daylight penetrates a few metres into 
the cave, but visibility rapidly diminishes in the thick, damp fog that fills it. 
The walls and roof are sculpted by constantly dripping water, and the debris 
embedded in the ice gives a marbled effect. Be warned, however, that entering 
ice caves is always dangerous, due to the possibility of cave-ins. Not far from 
here the slopes of the glacier are climbable, but they shouldn’t be attempted 
without a guide. 


Travel details 
ee «1 weokty cary July to ate Aug; 3 days return 


> Reykjavik, via Sprengisandur (three weekly early 
Akureyri to: Reykjavik, via Kjolur (1 daily late June =: July to late Aug; 2 days). 
to Aug; 9hr). : Reykjavik to: Akureyri, via Kjélur (1 daily late June 
daily mid-July to mid-Aug; 12hr return); Kverkfjoll weekly early July to late Aug; 2 days). 
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some history 


celand is not only one of the more geologically recent places on earth, it 

was also amongst the last to be colonized. European seafarers may have 

known that something lay out beyond Scotland as far back as 300 BC, 

when the historian Pytheas of Marseille wrote about “Ultima Thule” — 
possibly Iceland — a northern land on the edge of a frozen ocean, where it 
never became dark in summer. 

It wasn’t until considerably later, however, that Iceland was regularly visited by 
outsiders, let alone settled, and it’s still unclear who might have been the first to 
try. Whoever they were, the first arrivals would have found the country much 
the same as it appears today, but well forested with willow and birch, and with 
no large animals. 


Discovery 


Much of the uncertainty in deciding who discovered Iceland, and when it 
happened, is down to the lack of archeological and written records. Roman coins 
from around 300 AD, found at several sites along Iceland’s south coast, provide 
the earliest evidence of visitors, and suggest that ships from Britain — which was 
then a Roman colony and just a week’s sail away — made landfall here from time 
to time. These coins could have been brought in at a later date, however, and no 
other Roman artefacts or camps have been found. Similarly, the age of a Norse 
homestead on Heimaey in the Westman Islands is disputed; archeologists date it 
to the seventh century, but medieval Icelandic historians — accurate enough in 
other matters — state that it was founded two hundred years later. It 1s also believed 
that by the late eighth century Irish monks, having already colonized the Faroes, 
were visiting Iceland regularly, seeking solitude and, according to contemporary 
accounts, believing that they had rediscovered Pytheas’ Ultima Thule. Oral tradi- 
tion and place names link them to certain spots around the country — such as 
Papey, “Monks’ Island” in the east — but they left no hard evidence behind them 
and were driven out over the next century by new invaders, the Vikings. 

Vikings were Scandinavian adventurers, armed with the fastest ships of the time 
and forced by politics and a land shortage at home to seek their fortune overseas 
through war and piracy. They had already exploded into Britain and Ireland in the 
790s, which is why Irish monks had sought out Iceland as a more peaceful place 
to live. Though a few Vikings may have been Christian, the majority believed in 
the Norse gods, the Asir, which included Odinn, the creator of mankind; his 
wild and adventurous hammer-wielding son Por; and Freyr, the god of fertility 
and farming. The sir themselves were children of the first beings, the Giants, who 
had also created dwarfs and elves; they lived above the world in Asgardur, where 
the great hall Valhalla housed the souls of Champions, men killed in warfare. The 
Champions awaited Ragnarok, when they would join the sir in a final massive 
battle against the Frost Giants, in which the world would be totally destroyed. Fear- 
some in battle, honour was everything to the Vikings, and the faintest slur could 
start a century-long blood feud between families. 

According to tradition, the Vikings came across Iceland by accident when 
a certain mid-ninth-century freebooter named Naddoddur lost his way 
to the Faroes and landed on the eastern coast of what he called Snzland, 


Aioysiy awos | SLX31LNO9 e 


345 


Asoysiy 8WO0S | SLX31LNO9 5 


346 


or Snowland. He didn’t stay long, but his reports of this new country were 
followed up by the Swede Gardar Svavarsson, who circumnavigated Iceland 
in around 860, wintering at modern-day Husavik in the northeast, where 
two of his slaves escaped and may have settled. At about the same time, Floki 
Vilgerdarson left his home in Norway intending to colonize Snzland, which 
he was led to by following his pet ravens — hence his other name, Hrafna-Floki, 
Raven-Fl6ki. But a hard winter in the northwest killed all his livestock; climb- 
ing a mountain he saw a fjord on the other side choked with ice and, frustrated, 
he renamed the country Island, Iceland, and returned to Norway. 


Settlement 


Despite Floki’s experiences, the idea of so much free space proved tempting to 
two other Norwegians, Ingélfur Arnarson and his brother-in-law Hjérleifur 
Hrédmarsson, who had lost their own lands in Norway as compensation for 
killing the son of a local earl. Around 870 they set sail with their households 
and possessions for Iceland, intending to settle there permanently. When they 
came within sight of land, Ingolfur dedicated his wooden seat-posts — the 
cherished symbol of his being head of a household — to his gods and threw 
them overboard, vowing to found his new home at the spot where they washed 
up. While his slaves searched for them, Ingolfur spent three years exploring 
Iceland’s southern coast, wintering first at Ingdlfshofoi (near Skaftafell), Hjor- 
leifsh6fdi (just east of Vik), and then at Ingolfsfjall (Selfoss). The posts were duly 
found in a southwestern bay and there Ingolfur built his homestead in 874, 
naming the place Reykjavik (“Smoky Bay’) after the steam rising off nearby 
hot springs, and becoming Iceland’s first official resident. 

Although Hjorleifur had meanwhile been murdered by his own Irish slaves, 
things went well for Ingolfur and this attracted other migrants to Iceland, who 
spent the next sixty years snapping up vacant land in what has become known as 
the Settlement, or Landnam. These first Icelanders, who were mostly Norwe- 
gian, were primarily farmers, importing their pagan beliefs along with sheep, 
horses, and crops such as barley, while also clearing forests to create pasture and 
provide timber for buildings and ships. While it was available, a man could take 
as much land as he could light fires around in one day, while a woman could 
have the area she could lead a heifer around in the same time. Landowners 
became local chieftains, whose religious responsibilities earned them the title 
of godar, or priests, and who sorted out their differences through negotiations 
at regional assemblies (ping) — or if these failed, by fighting. Conditions must 
have been very favourable compared to those in Norway, however, as by 930, 
when the last areas of the country were claimed, an estimated 60,000 people 
already lived in Iceland — a figure not exceeded until the nineteenth century. 


The Commonwealth: 
930-1262 AD 


By the early tenth century, Iceland was firmly occupied and had begun to see 
itself as an independent nation in need of national government. The chieftains 


rejected the idea of a paramount leader, and instead decided, in 930, on a 
Commonwealth governed by a national assembly, or Alping, which came to 
be held for two weeks every summer at Pingvellir in southwestern Iceland. 
Here laws were recited publicly by a lawspeaker, and disputes settled by four 
regional courts, with a supreme court formed early in the eleventh century. 
Legal settlement typically involved payment to the injured party or their family; 
the highest punishment was not death but being declared an outlaw, thus 
being exiled from Iceland. Courts had no power to enforce decisions, however, 
only make recommendations, and though they held great public authority, in 
practice their decisions could be ignored — something which was to undermine 
the Commonwealth in later years. 

The first century of the Commonwealth was very much a golden era, how- 
ever: the country was united, resources were rich, and farming profitable. This 
was the Saga Age, the time when the first generations of Icelanders were 
carving out great names for themselves in events that passed into oral lore and 
would only later be written down. 

Contact with the outside world continued too, and — in the same way that 
Iceland itself was discovered — Icelandic seafarers came across their own new 
worlds. In 980, Eirikur Porvaldsson (better known in English as Erik the Red) 
was outlawed for killing his neighbour and sailed from the Westfjords to follow 
up earlier reports of land to the northwest. He found a barren, treeless coastline, 
then returned to Iceland to whip up support for colonizing what he called 
Greenland — a misleading name, chosen deliberately to arouse interest. Enough 
people were hooked 
to emigrate along 
with Eirikur, and 
two settlements were 
founded in Western 
Greenland which 
lasted until the six- 
teenth century. And 
it was from Green- 
land that Eirikur’s son 
Leifur Eiriksson 
heard that land had 
been sighted even 
further west, and set 
sail around the year 
1000 to discover 
Baffin Island, Labra- 
dor, and “Vinland”’, 
an as-yet unidenti- 
fied area of the north 
pu@ericam Coast, A 
couple of attempts 
made by others to 
colonize these distant 
lands came to nothing, 
however, and Ameri- 
ca was then forgotten 
about by Europeans 
until Columbus 
rediscovered it. 
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The Coming of Christianity 


Meanwhile, the late tenth century had seen Norway convert to Catholicism 
under the fiery king Olafur Tryggvason. Olafur then sent the missionary 
bangbrand to evangelize Iceland, where — despite having to physically battle 
strong resistance from pagan stalwarts — he baptized several influential chieftains. 
Back in Norway, Pangbrand’s unfavourable reports infuriated Olafur, who was 
only prevented from executing all Icelanders in the country by the Icelandic 
chieftain Gizur the White, who promised to champion the new religion at 
home. Gizur mustered his forces and rode to the Alping in 1000, where civil 
war was only averted by the lawspeaker Porgeir, who — having made pagan 
and Christian alike swear to accept his decision — chose Christianity as Iceland’s 
official religion, though pagans were initially allowed to maintain their beliefs 
in private. Gizur the White’s son Isleifur became Iceland’s first bishop in 1056, 
and his homestead at Skalholt near Pingvellir was made the bishop’s seat, with 
a second, northern diocese founded in 1106 at Holar. 

The new religion brought gradual changes with it, notably the introduction 
in 1097 of tithes — property taxes — to fund churches. As their wealth increased, 
churches founded monasteries and schools, bringing education and the 
beginnings of literature: Iceland’s laws were first written down in 1117; and in 
1130 the church commissioned Ari the Learned to compile the Islendinga- 
bok, a compendium of the Icelandic people and their lineages. Importantly, Ari 
wrote not in Latin, the usual language of education and the Church at the time, 
but in Icelandic, an expression of national identity that was followed by almost 
all later Icelandic writers. 


Collapse of the Commonwealth 


Despite these benefits, several factors were beginning to undermine the Albing’s 
authority. During the twelfth century, for instance, life in Iceland became much 
tougher. The country’s unstable geology made itself felt for the first time with 
the eruption of the volcano Hekla in southern Iceland in 1104, which buried 
around twenty farms. Tree felling had also become so extensive that there was 
no longer enough timber for ship building; the effects of subsequent erosion 
were compounded by overgrazing and the beginnings of a “mini ice-age’”, 
which was to last until the late nineteenth century and caused Iceland’s glaciers 
to expand over previously settled areas — all of which reduced available farm- 
land and made the country dependent on imports. 

Meanwhile, the tithes were dividing Iceland’s formerly egalitarian society. With 
its taxes, the Church became rich and politically powerful, as did chieftains who 
owned Church lands or had become priests, and so took a share of the tithes. 
These chieftains formed a new elite group of aristocrats, who bought out their 
poorer neighbours and so concentrated land ownership, wealth and inherent 
political power in the hands of just a few clans. At the same time, in 1152 the Ice- 
landic Church came under the jurisdiction of the Archbishop of Nidaros in 
Norway (modern-day Trondheim), giving the expansionist Norwegian throne a 
lever to start pressuring Iceland to accept its authority. Backed by the Archbishop 
and Porlakur Porhallsson, bishop at Skalholt from 1179 and later beatified as 
Iceland’s first saint, the Church began to demand freedom from secular laws. 


The Albping’s lack of effective power now became clear, as it proved unable to 
deal with the Church’s demands, or the fighting that was breaking out between 
the six biggest clans as they battled for political supremacy. The period from 
1220 is known as the Sturlung Age after the most powerful of these clans, led 
by the historian, lawspeaker and wily politician Snorri Sturluson. Travelling 
to Norway in 1218, Snorri became a retainer of King Hakon Hakonarson, and 
returned to Iceland in 1220 to promote Norwegian interests. But his methods 
were slow, and in 1235 the king sent Snorri’s nephew, Sturla Sighvatsson, to 
Iceland to win it over for Norway, by force if necessary. In the ensuing civil 
war, forces led in part by Gissur Porvaldsson, head of the Haukadalur clan, 
killed Sturla and virtually wiped out the Sturlungs at the battle of Orlygsstadir 
in 1238. Snorri escaped by being in Norway at the time, but was killed by 
Gissur after his return. 

Amongst this violence, Iceland was also experiencing a literary flowering: 
Snorri Sturluson wrote the Prose Eddas, containing much of what is known 
about Norse mythology; his relative Sturla bordarson compiled the Book of 
Settlements Expanded, accounts of the original landowners and their lives; 
and it was during this period that the sagas were composed, romanticizing 
the nobler events of the early Commonwealth. Meanwhile the war continued, 
and by 1246 only two chieftains were left standing: Gissur Porvaldsson, who 
held the south of the country; and Sturla’s brother Pordur, who controlled 
the north. Rather than fight, they let King Hakon decide who should govern; 
the king chose Pordur, who ruled Iceland until 1250, sharing power with the 
two bishops — also Norwegian appointees. In the end, the bishop at Holar 
denounced Pordur for putting his own interests before Norway’s, and the king 
replaced him with Gissur who, after a further decade of skirmishes, finally per- 
suaded Icelanders that the only way to obtain lasting peace was by accepting 
Norwegian sovereignty. In 1262, Iceland’s chieftains signed the Gamli sattmali 
or Old Treaty, which allowed Iceland to keep its laws and promised that the 
Norwegian king would maintain order, in exchange for taxes and replacing the 
chieftainships with government officials. While the treaty didn’t give Norway 
absolute control of the country, and demanded a return for Icelandic obedience, 
it marked the beginnings of seven centuries of foreign rule. 


Decline, the English Century and 
the Reformation 


With the Albing discredited by over forty years of conflict, Iceland turned to 
Norway to help draft a new constitution. The Jonsb6ok of 1280 was the result, 
a set of laws that were to remain partly in force until the nineteenth century. 
The country was to be overseen by a governor, with twelve regional sheriffs 
acting as local administrators; all officials would be Icelanders, though appointed 
by Norway. The Albing would still meet as a national court, retaining some leg- 
islative power, but its decisions would have to be approved by the king. 

The new system should have brought a much-needed period of stability to 
Iceland, but it was not always administered as planned — officials often abused 
their position, leading to several revolts, such as when the brutal gover- 
nor Smidur Andrésson was killed by farmers in 1361. At the same time, the 
fourteenth century heralded a further succession of natural disasters: severe 
winters wiped out crops and livestock; Hekla became active again; and the 
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volcano under Orefajékull in the southeast exploded in 1362, covering a third 
of the country in ash. But most devastating was the Plague or Black Death, 
which had ravaged Europe in the 1350s and arrived in Iceland in 1402, kill- 
ing half of the population in the following two years. Compared with this, it 
seems inconsequential that the Danish “lady king” Margrete I had meanwhile 
absorbed the Norwegian throne under the Kalmar Union of 1397, thereby 
placing Iceland in Denmark’s hands. 


The English Century 


While all this was going on, the underlying struggles between landowners, the 
Church and the king were escalating, typified by events during what is known 
as the English Century. At the time there was growing demand in Europe for 
dried cod, which after 1400 became a major Icelandic export, exchanged for 
linen, wine and grain. Fishing — formerly a secondary income — boomed, pro- 
viding a new source of funds for coastal landowners. Soon English and German 
vessels were vying for trade with Iceland and even beginning to fish themselves; 
the English gained the ascendancy after setting up a base on the Westman Islands 
(where they also indulged in kidnapping and piracy), and managing to get an 
English bishop — John Craxton — appointed to Holar in the 1420s. Denmark, 
alarmed at England’s rising influence and the taxes it was losing through uncon- 
trolled trade, appointed its own Jon Gerreksson as bishop at Skalholt, although 
this violent man — who had his own military and spent his time levying legal 
taxes and harassing his neighbours — ended up being murdered in 1433. 

Trying to restore order, Denmark passed laws stopping the Church from rais- 
ing illegal taxes and banning the English from Iceland. The English response 
was to kill the Icelandic governor in 1467, so the Danish king encouraged the 
German trading organization known as the Hanseatic League to establish 
trading bases in the country — a popular move, as the League had better goods 
than the English and gave better prices. The English returned with cannons, a 
forceful stance that after 1490 gained them the right to fish Icelandic waters 
as long as they paid tolls to Denmark. All went well until 1532, when trouble 
flared between German and English vessels at the trading post at Grindavik on 
the southwestern Reykjanes Peninsula, culminating in the death of the English 
leader. English involvement in Iceland dropped off sharply after this, leaving 
Icelandic trade in the hands of Danish and German interests. 


The Reformation and its effects 


The Church, which by now had complete jurisdiction over Iceland’s lands, 
and profitable stakes in farming and fishing, became even more powerful in 
1533 when the two bishops — Jén Arason and Ogmundur P4lsson — were 
appointed as joint governors of the country. But outside Iceland, a new Chris- 
tian view first proposed by the German Martin Luther in 1517 had been 
gaining ground. Lutherism revolted against what was seen as the Catholic 
Church’s growing obsession with material rather than spiritual profits, and 
encouraged a break with Rome as the head of the Church — a suggestion that 
European monarchs realized would therefore place the Church’s riches and 
influence in their hands. 

During the 1530s, all Scandinavia became Lutheran, and converts were already 
making headway in Iceland, though threatened with excommunication by the 
bishops. In 1539, the Danish king Christian III ordered the Icelandic governor 
to appropriate Church lands, which led to the murder of one of his sheriffs and a 


subsequent military expedition to Iceland to force conversion to Lutherism.This 
was headed by Gissur Einarsson, a former protégé of Ogmundur but covert 
Lutheran, who replaced Ogmundur as bishop at Sk4lholt in 1542.A skilful diplo- 
mat, he encouraged Lutherism without, by and large, antagonizing Catholics. His 
appointment left Jon Arason at Holar as the last Catholic bishop in Scandinavia, 
and on Gissur’s death in 1548, Arason unsuccessfully pushed his own Catholic 
candidate for Skalholt, an act that got him declared an outlaw. Gathering a band 
of supporters, Arason marched south and captured Skalholt, but was subsequently 
defeated and executed along with two of his sons on November 7, 1550, allow- 
ing Lutherism to be imposed across the entire country. 

The consequences of the Reformation were severe, with the new faith forced 
on an initially unwilling population, who — in common with many other 
countries at the time — may have disagreed with Catholic abuses of power but 
not with Catholicism itself. The Danish king acquired all Church holdings and 
their revenues, profits from which had previously stayed in Iceland; monasteries 
were abolished and, deprived of funds, the Church found it hard to sponsor 
education — though it did manage to publish a translation of the Bible in 1584, 
the first book printed in Icelandic. 

Politically too, the Church was now an instrument of the king, and the 
Danish crown gained a far more direct hold on the country. Technically, how- 
ever, Iceland remained an independent state through its treaty with Norway, 
but in 1661 King Frederick III declared his rule absolute over all Danish 
lands, and the following year sent an armed ambassador to Iceland to make its 
people swear allegiance. During an assembly at Bessastadir, near Reykjavik, 
the Alping’s lawspeaker and Skalholt’s bishop were forced to submit, removing 
their final vestiges of authority and handing complete control of the country 
to the Danish crown. 

In the meantime, Iceland’s economy — still based on farming and fishing — 
suffered a severe blow through the Trade Monopoly of 1602. This restricted 
all trade between Iceland and the outside world to a select few Danish 
merchants, who charged steeply for their goods, while giving poor prices for 
Icelandic products. By 1700, the monopoly had ruined the country, creating 
a poor, dispirited population of tenant farmers and landless labourers. Fishing 
was also on the wane, partly because a shortage of timber meant that Iceland’s 
vessels were basic and small, and easily out-competed by foreign boats. Aside 
from a fruitless attempt to introduce reindeer as livestock, the only concrete 
action taken to redress trade imbalances was made by the bailiff Skuli Magnus- 
son, who in 1752 founded a company at Reykjavik — still just a small farming 
settlement at the time — to improve agricultural practices and modernize the 
wool and fishing industries. Though the company was only moderately suc- 
cessful, its warehouses became the core of Reykjavik town, soon to become 
Iceland’s largest settlement and de facto capital. 

Unfortunately, a fresh wave of disasters now swept the country, the worst 
of which was the catastrophic Laki Eruptions of 1783-84 in the southeast. 
Poisonous fallout from Laki wrecked farming over the entire country, and 
the ensuing famine reduced the population to just 38,000. Denmark briefly 
considered evacuating the survivors to Jutland, but in the end settled for easing 
the economy by replacing the trade monopoly with a Free Trade Charter 
in 1787, which allowed Iceland to do business with a greater range of Danish 
merchants. Another effect of the eruptions were accompanying earthquakes 
which knocked over the church at Skalholt and caused subsidence at the Albing 
site; the bishopric was moved to Reykjavik, and the Alping — which by now 
only met irregularly to discuss minor matters — was finally dissolved. 
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Nationalism 


European political upheavals during the early nineteenth-century Napoleonic 
Wars had little effect on Iceland, though there was brief excitement in 1809 
when opportunistic Danish interpreter Jorgen Jorgensen deposed the governor 
and ran the country for the summer. However, the increasingly liberal politi- 
cal climate that followed the war encouraged nationalism throughout Europe 
and was championed in Iceland by the romantic poet Jonas Hallgrimsson and 
historian Jon Sigurdsson, a descendent of Snorri Sturluson, who pushed for 
free trade and autonomy from Denmark. Bowing to popular demand, the Danish 
king reconstituted the Alping at Reykjavik in 1843, which met every other year 
and had twenty elected regional members of parliament and six representatives of 
the king. Jon Sigurdsson was amongst the first members elected. 

Even greater changes were on the way, sparked by the French Revolution 
of 1789, after which Europe’s other royal families began to cede real power in 
order to avoid a similar fate. Following uprisings in Denmark, the monarchy 
there became constitutional in 1848, allowing Jon Sigurdsson to point out that 
Iceland’s 1662 oath of allegiance to the king as an absolute ruler was therefore 
no longer valid, and that the Old Treaty was now back in force.This didn’t make 
him popular with the king, a situation exacerbated when he led the defeat of 
a bill at the Alping, in 1851, that would have legally incorporated Iceland into 
Denmark. Sigurdsson also managed to have remaining trade restrictions finally 
lifted four years later, an act which did more than anything else to improve life in 
Iceland by bringing in modern farm implements and wood for boats at afford- 
able prices, while allowing the profitable export of livestock, wool and fish. 

In 1871 Denmark politically annexed Iceland, an event that, though not 
accepted by Icelanders, gave them a favourable new constitution. Broadly 
speaking, this returned full legislative powers to the Albing and was ratified by 
King Christian [X himself, while attending celebrations at Pingvellir in 1874 to 
mark a thousand years since Settlement. Home control of lawmaking saw fur- 
ther benefits to living conditions: the tithe system was abolished; infrastructure 
improved; schooling was made compulsory; improvements in boats and fish- 
ing equipment caused the growth of port towns; and farmers formed the first 
Icelandic co-operatives to deal directly with foreign suppliers. There followed 
a sizeable population boom, despite heavy emigration to Canada and the US 
during the late nineteenth century following another spate of harsh weather, 
the eruption of Viti in the Askja caldera in northeastern Iceland (see p.339), 
disease and livestock problems. 


Home Rule, Union and 
Independence 


The concept of total political autonomy from Denmark grew from ideas 
planted by Jon Sigurdsson before his death in 1879. By 1900, differences in 
the way this could be achieved led to the formation of political parties, who 
in 1904 pressured the king into granting Home Rule under the Home Rule 
Party led by Hannes Hafstein. Hafstein’s decade in office saw the start of 
trends that were to continue throughout the century: an emerging middle 


class led a gradual population shift from the land to towns, communications 
picked up with the introduction of telephones in 1906, and new technologies 
were adopted for farming and fishing, boosting output. Workers also founded 
the first unions, and women were granted rights to an equal education and 
allowed to vote. 

Hafstein’s biggest defeat came in 1908 when the Albing rejected the Draft 
Constitution, a proposal to make Iceland an independent state under the 
Danish king. Yet a decade later, a referendum found ninety percent of voters 
approved of the idea, and in December 1918, Iceland entered into the Act of 
Union with Denmark, where it received recognition as an independent state 
while still accepting the Danish king as monarch. 

World War I itself bypassed Iceland, though during the war the country 
profited from the high export prices paid for fish, meat, and wool (in great 
demand in Europe for military uniforms). As World War II loomed however, 
Iceland — dependent on trade with both Britain and Germany — decided to 
stay neutral, but, after the outbreak of hostilities in 1939, the country’s strategic 
North Atlantic location meant that, neutral or not, it was simply a matter of 
time before either Germany or Britain invaded. The British were first, landing 
unopposed in May 1940, so gaining a vital supply point for the Allies’ North 
Atlantic operations. The following year US forces replaced the British with the 
approval of the Albing, on condition that they respected Icelandic sovereignty 
and left once hostilities were over. 

Though fighting never came to Iceland itself, World War II was to trigger 
the end of foreign rule. When Germany invaded Denmark in 1940 the Alping 
decided that, as the king could no longer govern, the Act of Union should be 
dissolved and therefore that Iceland should declare its full independence. The 
formal ratification took some time, however, as the government was in disarray, 
with none of the four political parties holding a parliamentary majority. In the 
end, acting regent Sveinn Bjérnsson founded an apolitical government, which 
finally proclaimed independence from Denmark on June 17, 1944, with Bjérns- 
son elected as the first president of the Icelandic Republic. 


The Republic: from 1944 
to the present 


One of the biggest challenges for the new republic came immediately after 
the war. The US troops departed in 1946 as requested, but as the Cold War 
between the Soviet and Western powers began to take shape Iceland felt uncer- 
tain about its lack of defence. With neither the population nor desire to form 
its own military, in 1949 the Albing voted that Iceland should instead join the 
US, Britain and others as part of NATO, the North Atlantic Treaty Organisa- 
tion, and in 1951 agreed to have US forces operate an airforce base at Keflavik, 
using facilities the US had already built during World War II. Though the need 
for defence was widely accepted, the idea of having foreign influence back in 
Iceland after having only just got rid of it for the first time in 700 years was not 
popular, and the decision to join NATO caused a riot in Reykjavik. 

The country has also had to deal with a rather different defence matter: that 
of preserving its fish stocks, and hence most of its export earnings, in the face 
of foreign competition. Following skirmishes dating right back to the English 
Century (see p.350), in 1896 Iceland’s territorial waters — the area from 
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which it could exclude foreign vessels — had been set as extending three nauti- 
cal miles from land. As commercial fishing picked up again after World War II, 
fish stocks through the Atlantic declined, and most countries increased their 
territorial limits. In 1958, Iceland declared a twelve-mile limit which Britain 
protested, sending in naval boats to protect its trawlers fishing in these new 
Icelandic waters in the first act of the Cod Wars. These flared on and off for 
the next thirty years, with Iceland continuing to expand its claims as fish stocks 
continued to dwindle, and employing its coastguard to cut the cables of any for- 
eign trawlers that were caught poaching. Things came to a head in 1975, when 
Iceland declared a two-hundred-muile limit around its shores, at which point 
Britain broke off diplomatic relations and ordered its Navy to ram Icelandic 
coastguard boats, which happened on several occasions. The situation was only 
resolved in 1985, when international laws justified Iceland’s position by grant- 
ing the two-hundred-mile limit to all countries involved in the dispute. 

Domestically, Iceland has become predominantly urban since 1944, with 
around two thirds of the population of 296,000 living in the Greater Reykjavik 
area, and just 24,000 remaining on the land as farmers. Standards of living are 
now equal to any European country — in fact, with little industry and low pol- 
lution levels, Icelanders are in some ways better off. Virtually all Icelanders are 
literate and well educated, and communications are as good as they can be given 
the natural conditions — the Ringroad around the country was completed in 
1974, and Iceland’s per-capita usage of computers and the Internet is one of 
the world’s highest. New technologies, such as the harnessing of hydro and 
geothermal energy for electricity, heating and growing hothouse foods, have 
also been enthusiastically embraced. On the downside, the fact that fishing is 
the single main source of export earnings has made the economy very sensi- 
tive, and a reliance on imports means that prices are high, with many people 
needing more than one job in order to make ends meet. The runaway inflation 
of the 1970s (in part caused by the 1973 eruption of the volcano on Heimaey, 
which disrupted the season’s fishing) has been capped, though at the cost of 
rising unemployment figures — although many Icelanders will tell you that if 
people don’t have jobs in Iceland, it’s because they don’t want them. 

Today, three thorny issues dominate the political scene in Iceland: the envi- 
ronment, the resumption of whaling and European Union membership. 
Following the decision by fellow Nordic nations Sweden and Finland to join 
the EU in 1995, the question of whether Iceland should follow suit is rarely out 
of the headlines. The biggest issue is the EU’s Common Fisheries Policy, which 
opponents of membership claim would open up Iceland’s territorial waters to 
other member states and do serious damage to the country’s economy, three 
quarters of which is dependent on fish and fish-related products. Supporters 
argue that, as a tiny nation, Icelanders need the international stage offered by 
the meetings in Brussels that are shaping Europe’s future. Public opinion on the 
subject swings back and forth, monitored closely by politicians of all parties, 
eager to gain political capital from the mood of the people. The issue was fur- 
ther complicated in late 2006 when Iceland was, in effect, left defenceless (it has 
no army, only a small coastguard) as the United States finally closed its airbase 
at Keflavik on grounds of cost and changed strategic importance. Some people 
claim joining the EU would help resolve the defence problem. 

The question of whaling is also linked to that of EU membership. In 2003, 
to the despair of environmentalists and the whale-watching industry, Iceland’s 
whaling fleet put to sea for the first time in fifteen years and harvested 36 
minke whales for “scientific research”, with the meat later sold commercially. 
In late 2006, amid much outcry, Iceland announced that it would be resuming 


commercial whaling, with an annual quota of nine fin whales, an endangered 
species, and thirty minke whales. 

However, the burning issue for most Icelanders remains the protection of 
their unspoilt environment. Despite widespread public condemnation of 
the project, the government decided in 2003 to proceed with the build- 
ing of a vast dam in the pristine highland wilderness at Karahnjukar (see 
p.306) to provide hydroelectric power for a new US-owned aluminium 
smelter planned for the East Fjords. In September 2006, the filling of the dam 
sparked the second biggest demonstration in Icelandic history: led by former 
president, Vigdis Finnbogadottir, and the journalist and environmental 
activist Omar Ragnarsson, fifteen thousand people marched through the 
streets of Reykjavik to the Alpingishtsid to once again protest against the 
project, which they claim is the first of many planned for the country’s 
unique environment. And here lies the crux of Iceland’s dilemma — how the 
country’s outstanding natural beauty, fierce independence and pride can be 
protected from the economic and political pressures of a world upon which 
Iceland is totally dependent for its existence. 
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Landscape and geology 


celand’s lunar landscapes are one of the country’s prime attractions, but its 

apparently ancient facade is in fact an illusion. Geologically, Iceland is very 

young, with its oldest rocks dating back a mere fourteen million years, to a 

time in the Earth’s history when the dinosaurs had long gone and humans 
were yet to evolve. 

The reason that its landscape appears so raw is because Iceland sits on a 
geological hot spot on the mid-Atlantic ridge, where the Eurasian and 
American continental plates are drifting east and west apart from each other. 
As they do so, Iceland is continually tearing down the middle, allowing magma 
(molten rock from the Earth’s core) to well upwards towards the surface. When 
the surface cracks — in an earthquake, for instance — magma erupts through 
as a volcano, and when groundwater seeps down to magma levels it boils and 
returns to the surface as a thermal spring, or even a geyser. 

Almost all such geological activity in Iceland is located over this mid-Atlantic 
tear, which stretches northeast in a wide band across the country, taking 
in everything between the Reykjanes Peninsula, the Westman Islands and 
Myrdalsjokull in the southwest, and Myvatn and borshofn in the northeast. As 
this band is where volcanoes are creating all the new land, it’s here that you’ll 
find the most recent rocks; conversely, the oldest, most geologically stable parts 
of the country are around Isafj6rdur in the Westfjords and Gerpir cliffs in 
Iceland’s extreme east. 

At the same time, Iceland is close enough to the Arctic for its higher moun- 
tains and plateaux — most of which are in the south of the country — to have 
become permanently ice-capped, forming extensive glaciers. Melt from 
around their edges contributes to many of Iceland’s rivers, which are further 
fed by underground springs — also the source of the country’s largest lakes. 
Cold, dry air formed by sub-zero temperatures over the ice caps is also respon- 
sible for some of the weird atmospheric effects you'll encounter here, while 
others have an extraterrestrial origin. 


Volcanoes 


Though Iceland’s volcanoes share a common origin, they form many different 
types, based on the chemical composition of their magma, which flows out of 
the volcano as lava. Where the lava is very fluid and the eruption is slow and 
continuous, the lava builds up to form a wide, flattened cone known as a shield 
volcano, a type that takes its name from the Skjaldbreidur (Shield-broad) 
volcano at bingvellir. Where an eruption is violent, the lava is thrown out as 
a fine spray, cooling in mid-air and forming cones of ash or tephra, a cover- 
all name for volcanic ejecta; typical examples of tephra cones are found at 
Myvatn’s Hverfjall, and Eldfell on Heimaey in the Westman Islands. Relatively 
rare in Iceland, strato volcanoes are tall, regular cones built from very long- 
term lava and tephra accumulations; westerly Snzfellsjokull is a good example, 
though the country’s most consistently active volcano, Hekla, has formed in a 
similar manner but along a line of craters rather than a single vent. 

Crater rows are one of the country’s most common volcanic formations, 
caused when lava erupts at points along a lengthy fissure, such as occurred at 


Leirhnjukur north of Myvatn in the 1970s, and Lakagigar in southeast Iceland 
during the 1780s. Both eruptions produced a string of low, multiple cones and 
large quantities of lava — in Lakagigar’s case, flows covered six hundred square 
kilometres. Submarine eruptions also occur off Iceland and are how the 
Westman Islands originally formed, as demonstrated by the creation of the new 
island of Surtsey in the 1960s. Looking like mini-volcanoes but actually nothing 
of the sort, aptly named pseudocraters — like those at Myvatn and Kirkjube- 
jarklaustur — form when lava flows over damp ground, vapourising the water 
beneath, which explodes through the soft rock as a giant blister. 

Most rocks in Iceland were created in volcanic eruptions, and two common 
forms are easily identifiable. Basalt forms fluid lava solidifying into dark rock, 
weathered expanses of which cover the Reykjanes Peninsula and elsewhere. 
Where basaltic lavas cool rapidly — by flowing into a river or the sea, for 
instance — they form characteristic hexagonal pillars, with excellent examples 
at Svartifoss in Skaftafell National Park and Hjalparfoss at Porsardalur. In con- 
trast, rhyolite forms a very thick lava, which often builds up into dome-like 
volcanoes such as Meelifell on the Snzfellsnes Peninsula. Cooled, it normally 
produces distinctively crumbly, grey, yellow and pink rocks, typified by the 
peaks of the central Landmannalaugar region, though in some cases rhyolite 
solidifies into black, glass-like obsidian (best seen at Hrafntinnusker, on the 
Laugavegur hiking trail). Types of tephra to look for include black or red, 
gravel-like scoria; solidified lava foam or pumice, which is light enough to 
float on water; and bombs, spherical or elongated twists of rock formed when 
semi-congealed lava is thrown high into the air and hardens as it spins — they 
can be as big as a football but are usually fist-sized. 

Aside from their cones and lava fields, volcanoes affect the landscape in 
other ways. Historically, dense clouds of tephra have destroyed farms and 
farmland on a number of occasions — such as the twelfth-century eruption 
of Hekla that buried Stong in Porsardalur, or the 1875 explosion of Viti, at 
Askja. Volcanic activity under ice caps can also cause catastrophic flash floods 
known as jokulhlaups, the most recent being at Grimsvotn in 1996. On the 
other hand, extinct volcano craters often become flooded themselves and 
form lakes, or maars; one of the biggest is Oskjuvatn in the Askja caldera, 
but there are also smaller examples at Greenvatn on the Reykjanes Peninsula 
and Kerid crater near Selfoss. 


Thermal springs and geysers 


Thermal springs are found all over Iceland, sometimes emerging at ground- 
level literally as a hot-water spring — such as at Hveragerdi — or flooding natural 
depressions or crevasses to form hot pools, which can be found at Myvatn and 
Landmannalaugur. In some cases the water emerges from the ground as steam 
through a vent; where this mixes with clay, boiling mud pits or solfataras are 
formed, of which the most extensive are those at Hverar6nd, east of Myvatn. 
Natural steam is harnessed in Iceland to drive turbines and generate geothermal 
power, and also as heating for homes and hothouses. 

While geysers tap into the same subterranean hot water as thermal springs, 
nobody is quite sure exactly why they erupt — it’s either a gradual buildup of 
water pressure or a subterranean hiccup. Since the Krisuvik geyser blew itself 
to pieces in 1999, Iceland’s only example of note is at Geysir, northeast of 
Selfoss (p.120). 
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Glaciers, rivers and lakes 


Glaciers can be thought of as giant, frozen rivers or waterfalls that move 
downhill under their own colossal weight. Usually movement is slow — 
maybe a few centimetres a year — though some can shift a metre or more 
annually. In Iceland, they’re all associated with ice caps, the biggest of which, 
Vatnaj6kull (which more or less means Glacial Sea), spreads over 150km 
across the country’s southeast. These caps sit atop plateaux, with a few 
isolated rocky peaks or nunataks poking through the ice, off which scores 
of glaciers descend to lower levels. 

Deeper glacial ice is often distinctly blue, caused by the air being squeezed out 
from between the ice crystals by the weight of the ice above. However, glaciers 
are also full of debris, either from falls of volcanic ash, or simply from the way 
they grind down the rocks underneath them into fine gravel or sand. As this 
dark grit and gravel nears the surface of the glacier it warms up in the sunlight, 
causing surrounding ice to melt, exposing the gravel and thereby making the 
front of most Icelandic glaciers appear very “dirty”. The debris ultimately is 
carried away from the glacier by streams or rivers which are also the product of 
glacial friction, and deposited as desert-like sandurs, such as those that occupy 
much of Iceland’s southeastern coastline. 

It’s also possible to see the effects that the glaciers themselves leave on the land- 
scape, as both ice caps and glaciers were formerly far more extensive than they 
appear today. During 
previous ice ages — the 
last of which ended 
around 12,000 years 
ago — much of the 
country was beneath 
the ice, but there has 
been — considerable 
fluctuation in glacier 
limits even in recorded 
times, and at present 
most are shrinking. 
The intricate inlets 
of the Eastfjords and 
Westfjords were carved 
by vanished glaciers, as 
were the character- 
istically flat-topped 
mountains known as 
mobergs southeast of 
Myvatn. Former glacial 
valleys =» etypieally 
broad and rounded 
— can be seen along 
the Ringroad south- 
west of Akureyri; and 
Iceland’s most mobile 
glacier, Skeidararjokull 
in Skaftafell National 


4 Gigjokull glacier, near Porsmérk 


Park, has been retreating over the last eighty years leaving raised moraine gravel 
ridges in its wake. 

The majority of Iceland’s rivers are fairly short, glacial-fed affairs, though 
two of the largest — the Hvita in the southwest, and northeastern J6kulsa 
a Fjollum — each exceed a respectable 200km in length. Both have quite 
spectacular stretches where they have carved canyons and waterfalls 
out of the landscape: at Gullfoss on the Hvita; and Dettifoss and Asbergi along 
the Jokulsa. Icelandic lakes are not especially large and tend to be caused — as 
with Myvatn or Pingvallavatn — when lava walls dam a spring-fed outflow, 
causing it to back-flood. 


Atmospheric phenomena 


One of the strangest features of being in Iceland during the summer is the 
extremely long days. The northernmost part of the mainland is actually just 
outside the Arctic Circle, and so the sun does set (briefly) even on the longest 
day of the year, though you can cross over to the little island of Grimsey, whose 
northern tip is inside the Arctic and so enjoys midnight sun for a few days of 
the year. Conversely, winter days are correspondingly short, with the sun barely 
getting above the horizon for three months of the year. 

One consequence of Iceland’s often cold, dry atmosphere is that — on sunny 
days at least — it can play serious tricks on your sense of scale. Massive objects 
such as mountains and glaciers seem to stay the same size, or even shrink, the 
closer you come to them, and sometimes phantom hills or peaks appear on the 
horizon. Another effect — best viewed on cold, clear nights — is the northern 
lights, or Aurora Borealis, which form huge, shifting sheets of green or red in 
the winter skies. They’re caused by the solar wind bringing electrically charged 
particles into contact with the Earth’s atmosphere, and you’ll have to be in luck 
to catch a really good show — they improve the further north you travel. 
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Wildlife and the 
environment 


celand’s first settlers found a land whose coastal fringe, compared with today, 

was relatively well wooded; there were virtually no land mammals, but 

birdlife and fish stocks were abundant and the volcanic soil was reasonably 

fertile. Over a thousand years of farming has brought great changes: big trees 
are a rare sight, fish stocks have plummeted, and introduced mammals have 
contributed to erosion and other problems, but a growing regard for Iceland’s 
natural heritage is beginning to redress the imbalance, and the country’s natural 
history remains very much alive. 


Flora 


Though fossils indicate that around twelve million years ago Iceland had stands of 
maples and other broad-leaved trees, dawn redwood and even giant sequoias, sub- 
sequent ice ages had wiped these out long before humans ever landed here. It’s 
likely that the Vikings found woods mostly comprising dwarf birch and willow 
that you still see here today. Both can grow up to 10m or so in height, but gener- 
ally form shrub-like thickets — original forests, however, would have been fairly 
extensive, reaching from the coast up into highland valleys. Clearances for timber 
and pasture have reduced Iceland’s tree cover to just one percent of the land, 
though since 1994 over four million trees — including commercial stands of pine 
— have been planted in an attempt to restore levels to pre-Settlement estimates. 

The most widespread flora — mosses and lichens — tend to get overlooked, 
but they cover almost every lava flow and cliff in the country and provide a 
colourful mosaic of greens, greys and oranges, especially after rain has darkened 
the surrounding rocks. Flowering plants are most obvious in midsummer, 
and include the very common, blue vertical spikes of arctic lupins, introduced 
from North America to help reduce erosion; the tiny magenta flowers and 
spongy green clumps of arctic river beauty and thyme (which you can also 
identy from its smell); fluffy cottongrass growing in boggy areas; the cauli- 
flower-shaped, yellow-green flower heads of angelica, often covered in flies; 
blue harebells; and yellow kingcups and dandelions. In early autumn, ber- 
ries are also plentiful, and many people collect them to eat. 


Mammals 


The arctic fox, which feeds almost exclusively on birds, was the only land 
mammal in Iceland when the first settlers arrived. Common throughout Ice- 
land, they’re chubbier than European foxes, with short, rounded ears, bushy tail, 
and a coat that turns white in winter. Polar bears have never flourished here, 
though every decade one or two float over on ice floes from Greenland (which 
is probably how foxes first arrived too), only to be shot as a dangerous pest by 
the first person who sees them. 


Domestic animals arrived with the Vikings. The Icelandic horse is a unique 
breed descended from medieval Norwegian stock, as none have been imported 
since the tenth century. Cattle numbers are fairly low, but sheep outnum- 
ber the human population by four to one. Reindeer were introduced from 
Norway and Finland in the late seventeenth century for hunting purposes 
— today they’re restricted to eastern Iceland, where they stick to high-altitude 
pasture in summer, descending to coastal areas in winter. Iceland’s cold climate 
has limited the spread of smaller vermin such as rats and mice, which were 
unintentionally brought in on boats and only occur around human habitations; 
escaped rabbits have recently established themselves around Reykjavik and on 
Heimaey, however. Minks have also broken out of fur farms and seem to be 
surviving in the wild, much to the detriment of native birdlife. 

Offshore, Iceland has a number of whale species. Traditionally, their 
valuable meat, bones and teeth were most frequently obtained from washed-up 
corpses, and — as described in Eyrbyggja Saga (see p.367) — battles were even 
fought over the rights to their carcasses. Commercial whaling began in the 
nineteenth century, and resumed after a fifteen-year-long moratorium ended 
in 2003, though numbers remain high and you’ve a good chance of seeing 
some if you put to sea. Most common are a couple of species of dolphin and 
the five-metre-long pilot whale, but there are also substantial numbers of far 
larger fin whales, sei whales and minke whales, all of which feed by strain- 
ing plankton from sea water through moustache-like baleen plates inside their 
mouths. Far less common are orca (also known as killer whales), square-headed 
sperm whales, and blue whales, which reach 30m in length and are the 
largest known animal ever to have lived. 

Grey and harbour seals are found in Iceland, with the biggest numbers seen 
around the north coast and off the Westman Islands. Both seal species are also 
hunted, despite being depicted as almost human in Icelandic folktales, appearing 
as ““were-seals” who have human families on land and seal families in the sea. 
According to these stories, if you walk along a beach and find a seal following 
you out from shore, it may be looking to see if you’re one of its children. 


Birds 


Iceland has some three hundred recorded bird species, of which around eighty 
breed regularly. The gyrfalcon, a large bird of prey with variable grey-white 
plumage, is a national icon, once appearing on the Icelandic coat of arms and 
exported for hunting purposes until the nineteenth century. They’re not com- 
mon, but occur throughout mountainous country; rather oddly, in folklore the 
gyrfalcon is said to be brother to the ptarmigan, its main source of food. Another 
spectacular bird of prey is the huge white-tailed sea eagle, whose numbers 
have recently rebounded following a low point in the 1980s, when birds took 
poison baits intended for escaped minks. Around forty pairs breed annually in 
the Westfjords, though juveniles travel quite widely over the country. 

The ptarmigan is a plump game bird, plentiful across Iceland wherever there 
is low scrub or trees. They're well camouflaged, patterned a mottled brown to 
blend with summer vegetation, and changing — with the exception of black tail 
feathers and a red wattle around the eye — to snow-white plumage in winter. 
Aside from being preyed upon year-round by foxes and gyrfalcons, ptarmigan 
are also a traditional Christmas food, eaten instead of turkey. Their population 
goes through boom-and-bust cycles, and in bad years Christmas ptarmigan have 


JUSWUOIAUS OY} PUB S}I/PIIM | SLXILNOD 2 


361 


JUSWUOAIAUS BY} PUK SfIIPI!M | SLXALNOI 5 


362 
a 


Icelandic birds 


Below is a partial list of Icelandic birds, with English and Icelandic names (US names 
are given in brackets where they differ substantially from British usage). You won’t 
have to be an ardent twitcher to clock up most of these, though a couple of less 
widespread species are also included. 


Arctic skua Kjdi Golden plover Heidloa 
Arctic tern Kria Goosander Gulond 
Barnacle goose Helsingi Great auk* Geirfug! 
Barrow’s goldeneye Husond Great skua Skumur 
Black guillemot Teista Greater black-backed gull Svartbakur 
Black-headed gull Hettumafur Guillemot (Murre) Langvia 
Black-tailed godwit Jadrakan Gyrfalcon Falki 
Black-throated Himbrimi Harlequin duck Straum6nd 
diver (Loon) Herring gull Silfurmafur 
Brunnich’s guillemot Stuttnefja Iceland gull Bjartmafur 
(Thick-billed murre) Kittiwake Rita 
Cormorant Dilaskarfur Lesser black-backed gull Silamafur 
Dunlin Loupreell Little auk (Dovekie) Haftyrdill 
Eider /-Oarfug! Longtail duck Havella 
Fulmar Fyll (Old squaw) 
Gannet Sula Mallard Stokkénd 


to be brought in from Scotland, allowing Icelanders to bemoan the flavour of 
imported birds. 

Other common heathland birds include the golden plover, a migrant whose 
mournful piping is eagerly awaited in Iceland as the harbinger of summer; long- 
legged redshank and godwit; and snipe, identified by their long beaks, zigzag 
flight, and strange “buzzing” noise made by two stiffened tail feathers which 
protrude at right angles to its body. In fields and estuaries you’ll see pink- 
footed geese, the most common of Iceland’s wildfowl species, with whooper 
swans resident even in downtown Reykjavik. Similarly widespread are raven, 
held by some Icelanders to be highly intelligent, though often associated in tales 
with portents of doom. Norse mythology describes Odinn as having two ravens 
called Huginn (the Thinker) and Muninn (the Rememberer), who report to 
him on the state of the world; and folklore holds that the congregations of 
ravens commonly seen in autumn are dividing up Iceland’s farms between 
them, so that each pair will have a home over winter. 

Many of Iceland’s ducks are coastal, though you can see almost all recorded 
species either on or around Myvatn, a lake in the northeast. Eider are prob- 
ably the most famous Icelandic duck, known for their warm down, but 
birders will want to clock up harlequin and barrow’s goldeneye, which 
occur nowhere else in Europe; for more about these species and others, see 
the box on p.269. 

Of all the country’s birdlife, however, it’s the huge, noisy, teeming seabird 
colonies which really stick in the mind. There are several types of gull — 
including the uniformly pale Iceland gull, and slight, graceful kittiwake — but 
far more common are narrow winged, stumpy fulmars, which look gull-like 
but are actually related to albatrosses. They nest in half-burrows or overhangs on 
steep slopes and cliffs, and are relatively fearless, often allowing you to approach 
fairly close — come too near, however, and they spit a foul-smelling oil from 


their double-chambered beak. 


Meadow pipit Pufutittlingur shag Toppskarfur 

Merganser Toppénd Short-eared owl Brandugla 

Merlin Smyrill Slavonian grebe Florgodi 

Oystercatcher Tjaldur Snipe Hrossagaukur 

Pink-footed goose Heidages Snow bunting Snjotittlingur 

Pintail Graf6nd Starling Stari 

Ptarmigan Rjupa Storm petrel Stormsvala 

Puffin Lundi Teal Urténd 

Purple sandpiper Sendlingur Tufted duck Skuf6nd 

Raven Hrafn Turnstone Tildra 

Razorbill Alka Wheatear Steindepill 

Red-necked Odinshani White wagtail Mariuerla 
(Northern) phalarope White-tailed sea Haforn 

Red-throated diver Lomur eagle 

Redpoll Audénutittlingur Whooper swan Alft 

Redshank Stelkur Widgeon Raudhofdéa6nd 

Redwing Skdogarpréstur Wren Musarrindill 

Ringed plover Sandldéa 

Scaup Dugg6ond *Extinct 

Scoter Hrafns6nd 


In summer, flat, open places around the coast are utilized by colossal 
numbers of ground-nesting arctic terns, small, white birds with narrow 
wings, trailing tails, black caps and bright red beaks. It’s interesting to watch 
the activity in a tern colony, but bear in mind that the birds relentlessly attack 
anything that threatens their eggs or chicks. Skuas are heavily built, brown 
birds with nasty tempers and a piratic lifestyle — they chase and harass weaker 
sea birds into dropping their catches. Like terns, they also nest on the ground 
in vast colonies across the southeastern coastal sandurs, and are equally defen- 
sive of their territory. 

Iceland’s equivalent to penguins are the similar-looking auks, a family that 
includes guillemot (murre), razorbill, and puffin. Like penguins, these hunt 
fish, live in huge seaside colonies, and have black-and-white plumage. Unlike 
penguins, however, they can also fly. Auks’ beaks are distinctively specialized: 
long and pointed in guillemots; mid-length and broad in razorbills; and colour- 
fully striped, sail-shaped in puffins — all aids to their specific fishing techniques. 
The best place to see puffins is on Heimaey in the Westman Islands — for more 
on them see p.148 — but you'll find other auks anywhere around Iceland where 
there are suitable nesting cliffs. One exception is the Arctic-dwelling little auk, 
or dovekie, now seen only rarely on Grimsey, Iceland’s northernmost outpost. 
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Books and sagas 


ith a population of barely over a quarter of a million, Iceland boasts 

more writers per capita than any other country in the world. The 

long dark winter months are said to be the reason so many folk put 

pen to paper, and native-language books on all matters Icelandic can 
be found in shops across the country. Conversely, as the Icelandic-language 
market is so small, prices can be inordinately high — specialist publications cost 
the equivalent of hundreds of dollars, and even a popular-fiction paperback 
comes in at around 2000kr. 

On the other hand, the sagas and associated literature have been widely 
translated into English — Penguin Books, Everyman and Oxford University 
Press publish a good range of the longer sagas and their own compilations of the 
shorter tales, some of which are reviewed below (with the publisher of specific 
compilations indicated in brackets). Icelandic Review also publishes a series of 
collections of folk tales, lesser sagas, and mythologies, available in bookshops 
across Iceland. 

There’s an increasing amount of contemporary fiction available in English 
too, though it’s not always easy to find outside of Iceland. Foreign books about 
Iceland remain, unfortunately, remarkably scant, and often lapse into “land of 
fire and ice”-style clichés. 


History and culture 


Johannes Brondsted The Vikings. : Terry Lacy Ring of Seasons. An 


Solid overview of the causes and 
motivation of the Viking explosion 
through Europe, focusing mostly on 
Scandinavia rather than Iceland but 
giving heaps of details — backed up 
by archeology — about religion, 
customs, and daily life. 


Jesse Byock Viking Age Iceland. A bit 
academic in character but helpfully 
fills in background on the environ- 
ment, politics and peoples 

of Iceland’s “Viking republic”. 


Victoria Clark The Far Farers. 
Lively, if slightly shallow account 

of Clark’s attempt to foot-step the 
route that took an Icelander named 
Thorvald to Jerusalem, reinforcing 
how worldly and well-travelled many 
Vikings were. 


: interwoven, perceptive and lively 

- account of Iceland’s history, mythol- 
: ogy, culture and daily life, seen 

: through the eyes of a long-term 

- foreign resident. 


: David Roberts Iceland Land of the 

: Sagas. Beautiful glossy pictures by 

‘ photographer Jon Krakauer accom- 

: pany the rich text in this coffee-table 
: book of Iceland. 


: Anna Yates Leifur Eirtksson and 

- Vinland the Good. An excellent and 

- readable account of the discovery 

- of North America by Icelandic 

: Vikings. A thorough argument of 

- where exactly Vinland is accompanies 
: debate on why the Norse settlements 
- in North America died out. 


Modern fiction 


B Frans G. Bengtsson The Long 
Ships. Buckle your swash for 
this lusty novel set in Viking times, as 
the irrepressible hero Orm pillages 
and hacks his way from Scandinavia 
to Russia and Constantinople and 
back. Historically spot-on, and never 
lets up the good-humoured, rollick- 
ing pace. 


Gudbergur Bergsson The Swan. 
The story of a young girl sent to a 
country farm to serve her probation 
for shoplifting — a characteristic Ice- 
landic sentence. Here she becomes 
torn between ancient tradition and 
new attitudes, but by submitting to 
the inevitable restraints of remote 
rural life she finds a new kind of 
freedom. 


Einar Mar Gudmundsson Angels 
of the Universe. A sad, challenging 
story of a young man’s descent into 
schizophrenia and the way society 
treats him, based on the life of the 
author's brother. Difficult reading at 
times but never patronizing or point- 
lessly grim — a great work. 


% Hallgrimur Helgason 101 
Reykjavik. A wry look at the 
undemanding values of a modern 
urban existence, centring on the 
self-inflicted crisis-ridden life of 
Reykjavik resident Hlynur Bjorn, a 
thirty-year-old slacker living at home 
with his mother. It’s also been made 


- into a film that catches the book’s 
: humour superbly. 


- Arnaldur Indridason Tainted 
=. Blood, also in print as Jar City. 


: Grim crime thriller set in Reykjavik 
- that exposes the vices beneath the 

: city’s veneer of middle-class respect- 
- ability, with a uniquely Icelandic 

: twist to the plot. 


: Einar Karason Devil’s Island. First 

- in a trilogy of novels set in 1950s 

: Reykjavik, seen through the eyes 

- of an eccentric family housed in an 

- abandoned US army barracks. Lively, 
- satirical, and sharp, it has also been 

- made into a film. 


: Hallddér Laxness Independent People. 

- Nobel Prize-winning novel about 

: the toils and troubles of the dirt-poor 
- but comically stubborn sheep-farmer 
- Bjartur to live free and unbeholden 

- to any man. A potentially downbeat 

: tale of have and have-nots, lifted by 

- humorous undercurrents, a lack of 

: bitterness, and real humanity. 


: Zane Redcliffe Killer’s Guide to Ice- 
: land. Thriller about an Irishman on 
‘the run from his past trying to make 
-a life for himself in Iceland, and 
: bringing his new family close to 
- destruction. Some good contempo- 
‘rary background which steps beyond 
: the clichés. 


Travel and wildlife 


W.H. Auden & Louis MacNeice 
Letters from Iceland. Amusing and 
unorthodox travelogue, the result of 
a summer journey the young poets 
undertook through Iceland in 1936. 
Especially enjoyable are the irrever- 
ent comments about local people, 
politicians and literature. 


: Sigurdéur Agisson Icelandic Whales. 
' Slim, pocket-sized guide to the 23 

' species recorded from Icelandic 

- waters, well illustrated and with 

: entertaining, informative text. 


3 Mark Cawardine Iceland Nature’s 
: Meeting Place. Plenty of colour 
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photos and maps in this wildlife - Spain. A good number of recipes too, 


guide which provides useful infor- __ if you want to see what all the fuss 
mation for the amateur naturalist. - was about. 

a in ae Mec as a tOISEE he Tim Moore Frost on my Mous- 
ses they semua Seta ps Yi 2 : “' tache. Highly enjoyable account 
Jeremy Gaskell Who Killed the Great : of the author’s attempts to follow 
Auk? The sad history of this now- - in the footsteps of adventurer Lord 


extinct species of seabird, the last pair: Dufferin, who sailed to Iceland in 
of which were bludgeoned to death : 1856.A critical and well-observed 


off southwestern Iceland by hunters | 2¢count of the Icelandic nation 
sa Ee id eRe Ene : makes this book a must-read. 


century. 7 Christopher Perrins Birds of Britain 


Mark Kurlansky Cod. Entertain- - and Europe. One of many similarly 
: handy field guides covering all the 
ing and offbeat account of the cod ae v ove g 

in history, and a trade in it which : birds you'll see in Iceland. Text and 


reached from Iceland to the US and: distribution maps ane overly Brit- 
: centric but illustrations are excellent. 


Sagas and classics 


Icelanders will tell you that the greatest of the sagas contain everything you 
need to know about life, and getting acquainted with them certainly reveals 
something of the culture and history of Iceland. No other ancient literature 
matches them for their hard-boiled style, laconic but gripping delivery, or their 
trademark theme of individuals caught in inexorable, often terrible fates. 

The word saga itself simply means “thing told”, and they cover a range of 
subjects. They were written anonymously between the twelfth and fifteenth 
centuries, often long after the events they describe; Snorri Sturluson — the 
thirteenth-century historian and politician — is the only known author of 
any of the sagas, with the Heimskringla and Egil’s Saga attributed to him. All 
this leaves scholars to debate whether the sagas are historically accurate, or 
historical novels written to extol the virtues of an earlier age. But none of 
this really matters — what makes the sagas great is that, even today, they feel 
immediate and believable. 

The most characteristic group of sagas are the so-called “Sagas of Icelanders’, 
which deal mostly with the events of Settlement and the early Commonwealth 
(around 870-1050). They read like histories, being set in real places (many of 
which still bear the same name today), and usually begin with a series of gene- 
alogies establishing the “historical” origins of the main characters. Some are 
biographies of individuals, such as in Egil’s Saga (see p.166) or Grettir’s Saga. 
Many tell of long-running feuds, from origin to conclusion; Njal’s Saga (see 
p. 134) is the greatest of these, but Eyrbyggja Saga and the short but impressive 
Hrafnkel’s Saga (p.304) are other good examples. There are also a few that 
focus in on a particular area — most famous 1s the tragic love-story recounted 
in Laxdela Saga (see p.178). 

Other sagas range widely in theme, from chivalric stories of knights in 
armour and outright romances (often influenced by contemporary foreign 
literature, or even Homer), to folklore, lives of the saints and Icelandic bishops, 
and far more historical works such as the Vinland Sagas, the massive saga of 


the Sturlung age (Sturlunga Saga), or Snorri Sturluson’s Heimskringla, the 
history of the Norse Kings. 

The saga manuscripts were first recognized for what they were and collected 
together by just one man, Arni Magnuson (1663-1730). As the Iceland- 
ers became increasingly poor under Danish rule, many manuscripts could 
be found stuffing holes in farmhouse walls, and Arni Magnusson made it his 
mission to save them and take them to Copenhagen for storage. Once there, 
however, many were destroyed in a fire, though Arni managed to save some 
himself. Following Iceland’s independence in 1944, a strong political move- 
ment arose to return the manuscripts from Copenhagen and an institute was 
established to receive them. Such was the political importance attached to 
these priceless artefacts that some were brought back by gunboat (for more 


on this, see p.80) 
h Egil’s Saga A powerful and 


lucid narrative, unmatched for 
the vivid presence of the central fig- 
ure, Egil, a mean, mischief-making, 
murdering poet and grandson of a 
reputed werewolf, whose last wish in 
old age is to cause a violent riot at 
the Alping by publicly scattering his 
hoarded cash. 


Eirik the Red and other Iceland 
Sagas Oxford University Press. The 
tale of one of Iceland’s most notori- 
ous Viking heroes, whose son went 
on to discover North America, plus 
some shorter period pieces — 
Hrafnkel’s and the Vopnafjérd sagas 


are the most coherent. 


unsettling story, mixing historical 
events with tales of ghosts, Viking 
ceremony and family intrigue, whilst 
mapping out the shadowy life of 
Snorri borgrimsson, who advocated 
the introduction of Christianity in 
1000. Uneven, but with some great 
set-pieces and character sketches. 


h Njal’s Saga The longest of all 
the sagas, this is a compelling, 

visceral account of the schemings 

and personalities involved in a fifty- 


year medieval feud, full of bloodshed, ! 
- Tellingly, this always happens away 


: from Iceland — and reliable witnesses. 


pride and falls, and laconic humour. 


Laxdela Saga One of the world’s 


lives of the families sharing a river 
valley, and the consequences of 


- Gudrtin Osvifsdottir’s forced 
: marriage to her lover’s best friend. 


: Robert Kellog & Jane Smiley 

: The Sagas of Icelanders Allen Lane 

: Penguin. Hefty compendium of a 

- dozen key sagas, including Laxdela, 

: Egil’s, Hrafnkel’s and the Vinland Sagas 
: but strangely omitting that of Njal. 

: Comprehensive explanatory text and 
: a few less well-known short stories 

: flesh out the era — and the tale of 

: Audun and his bear is a gem. 


: Sagas of Warrior-Poets Penguin. 
- Being a poet brought respect in 

- Viking times, but poets typically 

- suffered from thorny temperaments, 
; : often bringing unha fates. The 
Eyrbyggja Saga A strange and often - most ea: i neta in Egil’s 
: Saga, but this collection of shorter 
: tales also emphasizes the poet’s lot 
- — the best here is the wonderfully 
: named saga of Gunnlaug Serpent- 

- tongue. 


: Seven Viking Romances Penguin. 
- Unlike the moral, realistic sagas, these 
- contemporary tales stretch belief a bit 
: and have fun along the way, as 

: warriors outwit gods, overcome 

- monsters and vast armies, and get up 


to all sorts of bawdy mischief. 


great tragic love stories, following the _ Snorri Sturluson King Harald’s Saga 


- Penguin. Part of the Heimskringla, 
: recording the turbulent life of King 


e 


se6es pue syoog | SLX3LNOI 


seBes pue syoog | SLX41LN09 Fs 


368 


Harald of Norway, felled in battle at 
Stamford Bridge in Yorkshire, when 
invading England in 1066, just three 
weeks before the Battle of Hastings 
— had he won, English history might 
have been very different. 


Snorri Sturluson The Prose Edda. 

The Prose Edda contain almost all of 
what is known about Norse mytho- 
logy, so for the details on everything 
from the creation of the 4sir to the 


: events leading to Ragnarok, read this 
: book. The other source of Norse 

- myths is the difficult Poetic Edda, an 

: earlier compilation of even older 

: poetry fragments. 


: The Vinland SagasTwo versions 

- of the Viking discovery of Greenland 
: and North America (“Vinland”), 

- recounted in Saga of the Greenlanders 
‘and Eirik the Red’s Saga. 
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Language 


celandic is an oddly archaic language, heavy with declensions, genders 

and cases, not to mention Norse peculiarities. Whereas the other principal 

members of the North Germanic group of languages, Danish, Norwegian 

and Swedish, lost much of their grammar over time, Icelandic has proudly 
maintained features that make even the most polyglottal language student 
cough and splutter. 

It is also one of the most linguistically pure languages in Europe in terms of 
vocabulary, and a campaign to rid the language of foreign (mostly English) 
words has led to the coining of many new, purely Icelandic words and phrases, 
devised by a committee of linguistic experts. Modern inventions especially have 
been given names from existing Icelandic words, such as simi for telephone 
(literally “long thread”), and hence bréfasimi (“letter telephone”) for “fax 
machine”; eggjakaka (“egg cake’) for “omelette”; and even fara a puttanu (“to 
travel on the thumb”), for “to hitchhike”. Perhaps worryingly there’s no 
Icelandic word for “interesting”, the closest term being gaman — “fun”. Dogs 
also speak Icelandic and can quite clearly be heard to say voff (small children will 
refer to a dog as a voffi) whilst cows on the other hand say mo. 

Icelandic has also maintained many old names for European cities that were 
in use at the time of the Settlement, such as Dyflinni (Dublin), Jorvik (York, in 
Britain, hence Nya Jorvik for New York) and Lundunir (London). 

Anyone learning Icelandic will also have to grapple with a mind-blowing 
use of grammatical cases for the most straightforward of activities: “to open a 
door”, for instance, requires the accusative case (opna dyrnar) whilst “to close a 
door” takes the dative case (loka dyrunum). Not only that, but “door” is plural in 
Icelandic, as is the word for Christmas, jélin, hence jolin eru i desember, literally 
“Christmasses are in December” (as opposed to the English “Christmas is in 
December’). Thankfully, there are no dialects anywhere in the country. 


Basic grammar 


BO OR PE TR hh 


as separate letters. Letters P, 2 and 6 come at the end of the alphabet in that 
order. Hence a dictionary entry for mdgulegur comes after morgunn. 

Verbs come in many classes and are either strong and characterized by a vowel 
change (tek, tok, tekinn: “take”, “took”, “taken”) or weak (tala, taladi: “speak”, 
“spoke”’), without a vowel shift. Verb endings agree with pronouns, which are 
as follows: ég (“I”), bu (“you”, singular), hann (“he”), hun (“she’’), bad (“it”), vid 
“we’’), bid “you”, plural), beir “you”, masculine plural), baer (“you”’, feminine 
plural), bau (“you”’,, neuter or mixed gender plural). 

Icelandic nouns can have one of three genders (masculine, feminine or 
neuter) and can appear in any one of four different grammatical cases (nomina- 
tive, accusative, genitive and dative). For example, the masculine word fjérdur, 
meaning “a fjord”, is fjordur in the nominative case, fjérd in the accusative 
case, fjardar in the genitive and firdi in the dative case. The case of a noun is 
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determined by many factors, including the use of a preceding preposition, for 
instance, i Reykjavik (“in Reykjavik”) but til Reykjavikur (“to Reykjavik”). 

Vowels also have an unnerving ability to shift — for example, hér er amma 
(“here is grandma’) but ég sé 6mmu (“I see grandma’). This even happens with 
proper nouns: petta er Lada (“this is a Lada car’’) but ég 4 Lédu (“I own a Lada”). 
There is no indefinite article in Icelandic with the result that ffordur can mean 
both “fjord” and “‘a fjord”. The definite article, as in the other Scandinavian 
languages, is suffixed to the noun; for example, madur means “a man”, but 
madurinn means “the man”. The definite article is declined according to the 
gender and number of the noun. 

Adjectives generally precede the noun they qualify and are inflected accord- 
ing to the gender and case gender of the noun. The strong declension is used 
with indefinite nouns, as in gddur madur — “a good man”. Definite nouns (those 
with the definite article or other determinatives) require the weak declension, 
so g6di madurinn, “the good man”. 


Names and numbers 


Icelanders take the forename of their father as the first part of their own sur- 
name, plus the Icelandic word for son (son) or daughter (déttir). For example, 
the son of a man whose forename is Jon will have Jonsson as a surname; a 
daughter of the same man will have Jonsdottir as a surname. A family of four in 
Iceland will therefore have four different surnames, which can certainly throw 
things into confusion when they travel abroad. When asking someone’s surname 
Icelanders will enquire “hvers son er Kristbjérn?” (“Whose son is Kristbjérn?”) 
for example, to which the reply might be “hann er Egils son” (“He’s Egil’s son”). 
Formally or informally, Icelanders are always addressed by their forename and 
are listed accordingly in the telephone directory. 

When giving their addresses, Icelanders put their street names in the dative 
case but their town and country in the nominative case. They decline their 
own names, for instance, ég tala vid Onnu — “I’m speaking to Anna” (Onnu is 
the accusative, genitive and dative form of “Anna’) and bokin er eftir Ingibjorgu 
Sigurdardottur — “the book is by Ingibjorg Sigurdardottir”’. 

When counting, the nominative masculine form of the numerals is used, 
i.e. einn, tveir, rir, fjorir. However, street numbers and the time are given in 
the neuter form. It’s a good idea to familiarize yourself with the feminine and 
neuter forms because they are frequently used in shops and restaurants, since 
krona (plural: kronur) and pusund (thousand: plural Pusundir) are feminine, whilst 
hundrad (hundred: plural hundrud) is neuter. Note however tvé hundrud prjatiu 
og ein krona where tvo is neuter to agree with hundrud but ein is feminine and 
singular to agree with krona. 


Learning Icelandic 


In theory, the Germanic roots of English and Icelandic, coupled with over two 
centuries of Norse influence in England during the Viking era, should make 
Icelandic a fairly easy language for English speakers to learn. It doesn’t — and 
any foreigner who has mastered even a smattering of the language will find 
Icelandic jaws dropping at his every turn. Conversely, most Icelanders speak 
excellent English, and young people in particular are only too keen to try out 
turns of phrase on you. 


If you want to teach yourself Icelandic, however, your best bet is the widely 
available and excellent Colloguial Icelandic by Daisy L. Neymann, a thoroughly 
contemporary and well constructed beginners’ course accompanied by a couple 
of cassettes. There is only one Icelandic reference work in English on the sub- 
ject of grammar, Icelandic Grammar, Texts and Glossary, by Stefan Einarsson. 
Originally published in 1945 and still printed today in paperback, it offers a 
very thorough, if somewhat stodgy analysis of the language. 


Dictionaries and phrasebooks 


Dictionaries are exceptionally thin on the ground outside Iceland, but the 
pocket sized Icelandic—English, English—Icelandic Dictionary, published by Hippo- 
crene Books, New York, is good for basic reference and is fairly easy to get hold 
of. German-speakers have the best option, with Universal-Worterbuch Islandisch 
(Langenscheidt), being by far the best small dictionary. Larger dictionaries are 
best bought in Iceland, where they’re much less expensive — though reckon 
on at least 5000kr for an English—Icelandic or an Icelandic—English one, and 
double that for one referencing in both directions. 

Of the phrasebooks, most useful is Berlitz’s Scandinavian Phrase Book and 
Dictionary, which includes a hundred-page section on Icelandic. 


Pronunciation 


Stress in Icelandic is always on the first syllable. Below is a guide to the pro- 
nunciation of Icelandic vowels and consonants — some have no equivalent in 
English, but the nearest sound has been given to facilitate pronunciation. 


Vowels 

a as is father 0 as in Sow 

a as in Cow u like u in Cute 

e as in get or dir, : U as in fool 
depending on 7 y see “i”, above 
whether long or short j see “|” above 

é like yeah -_ as is eye 

: as in hit aU as in French feuille 

i as in lean : ej as in hay 

0 as in fur 

Consonants 


As in English except: 

j— as in yet 

land rl— like the Welsh J, or dl pronounced together in English 
f before | or n — pronounced b, eg Keflavik 

rn— pronounced as dn 


Note that Icelandic b/p is the same as English “th” in thing 
And Icelandic D/6 is the same as English “th” in this 
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Useful words and phrases 


Basic phrases 


Yes 

No 

Hello 

How are you? 


Fine, thanks 


Goodbye 


Good morning/ 
afternoon 


Good night 
Today/tomorrow 
Tonight 

Please 
Thankyou 

I'd like... 
Excuse me 

Here you are 


Don’t mention it 
Sorry? 
(as in “what did 
you say?”) 
Where/when? 
What/why? 
Who/how? 
How much? 
| don’t know 


Ja 

Nei 

Hallo/he 

Hvernig lidur 

bér/hvad segirdu? 

Mer lidur vel, takk; 
ég segi allt agett 

Bless/bee 

Godan dag 


Gosa nott 

| dag/a morgun 

| kvold 

Afsakid 

Takk fyrir 

Eg wtla ad fa... 

Fyrirgefou 

Gerid svo vel 
(plural)/gerdu svo 
vel (singular) 

Ekkert a0 Pakka 

Ha?/hvad sagdir Pu? 


Hvar/hvener? 
Hvad/hvers vegna? 
Hver/hvernig? 


Do you know (a fact)? Veistu . . . ? 


is there/are 
there... ? 


With/without 
And/not 
Something/nothing 
Here/there 


Hvad mikid? 
Eg veit ekki 
Bremen. ? 
Med/an 
Og/ekki 
Eitthvad/ekkert 
Heér/Par 


Getting around 


How do! get to... ? Hvernig kemst ég 


Left/right 


Tiles. 2 


Vinstri/heegri 


Straight ahead/back Beint afram/tilbaka 


: Near/far 

: This/that 

7 Now/later 

: More/less 

: Big/little 
Open/closed 

| Men/women 

: Toilet 

: Gentlemen/ladies 
: Bank 

: Post office 

7 Stamp(s) 

: Where are you from? 
: I'm from... 


.. America 

.. Australia 

. . Britain 

.. Canada 

. . England 

.. Ireland 

... New Zealand 
.. scotland 
. Wales 


: What’s your name? 
: My name is 
: How do you say... 


in Icelandic? 


7 Do you speak 


English? 


3 | don’t understand 
: Could you speak 


more slowly? 


: How much is it? 
: Can | pay, please? 
: The bill/check, please Reikninginn, takk 


: Bus (in towns) 
: Bus (long distance) 
: Where is the bus 


station? 


Naleegt/fjarleegt 
betta/Pad 
Nuna/seinna 
Meiri/minni 
Stor/litill/smar 
Opid/lokad 
Karlmenn/kvenmenn 
Snyrting 
Herrar/konur 
Banki 
Posthus 
Frimerki 
Hvadan ertu? 
Eger fra... 

.. Bandarikjunum 
_.. Astraliu 
... Bretlandi 

.. Kanada 

.. Englandi 

_. Irlandi 
... Nyja sjalandi 

. . Skotlandi 
... Wales 
Hvad heitirdu? 
Eg heiti 
Hvernig segir madur 

... 4 islensku? 
Talaréu ensku? 


Eg skil ekki 

Gatirou talad 
heegar? 

Hvaé kostar betta? 

Eg etla ad borga? 


Strato 
Ruta 
Hvar er bidstddin? 


Where is the bus 
stop? 

Does this bus go 
to...? 

What time does 
it leave? 

What time does 
it arrive? 

When is the next 
bus to...? 


Hvar er 
streetostodin? 

Fer Pessi ruta 
(strato) til... ? 

Hveneer fer hun? 


Hveneer kemur hun 
til? 

Hveneer fer neesta 
ruta (streeto) til ...? 


Can you let me know Getirdu sagt mér 


when we get begar vid komum 

to...? til. «<7 
Accommodation 
Where’s the youth —- Hvar er 

hostel? farfuglaheimilid? 


Is there a hotel/ 


guesthouse round 


here? 
I’d like a single/ 
double room... 


... with a bath/ 
shower 


Bed 


Er hotel/gistiheimili 
hér nalagt? 


Gati ég fengid 
einsmanns 
herbergi/ 
tveggjamanna 
herbergi... 


... med badi/sturtu 


Rum 


Days and months 


Days and months are never capitalized. Days are declinable but months are not. 


Monday 
Tuesday 
Wednesday 
Thursday 
Friday 
Saturday 
Sunday 
January 
February 
March 


Numbers 


1 
2 
3 


manudagur 
bridjudagur 
midvikudagur 
fimmtudagur 
fostudagur 
laugardagur 
sunnudagur 
januar 
februar 

mars 


einn 
tveir 
brir 


Wise? 


: Single ticket to... 


, Return ticket to... 


: Can | see it? 
: Pil take it 


7 How much is it 


a night? 


7 It’s too expensive 
: Do you have anything Attu eitthvad 


cheaper? 


here until... ? 


| Can | camp here? 


: April 

: May 

| June 

: July 

: August 

: September 
: October 

: November 
: December 


: Is anyone sitting here? Er betta seti laust? 
: Is this the road 


Er Petta leidin 
til. ..? 


: Where are you going? Hvert ertu ao fara? 
: I’m going to... 

| Here’s great, thanks 
: Stop here, please 


Eg er a0 fara til... 


Hérna er agett, takk 


Stansa6u hérna, 
takk 


Einn mida, adra 
leidina til... 


Einn mida, badar 
leidir til... 


Ma ég sja Pad? 
Eg eetla ad taka 
bad 


Hvao kostar nottin? 


bad er of dyrt 


Odyrara? 


/ Can I leave the bags Ma ég geyma 


farangurinn hérna 
bangao til... ? 
Ma ég tjalda hérna? 


april 

mai 

juni 

juli 

agust 
september 
oktober 
november 
desember 


fjorir 
fimm 
Sex 
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Numerals 


sjo 

atta 

niu 

tiu 

ellefu 

tolf 

brettan 

fjortan 
fimmtan 
sextan 

sautjan 

atjan 

nitjan 

tuttugu 

tuttugu og einn 
tuttugu og tveir 


: 30 
3H 
40 
: 50 
: 60 
: 70 
80 
: 90 
: 100 

: 101 
110 

- 200 

: 500 

: 1000 

; 1,000,000 


Numerals 1—4 are all inflected as follows: 


ONE 
Nominative 
Accusative 
Genitive 
Dative 


TWO 
Nominative 
Accusative 
Genitive 
Dative 


THREE 
Nominative 
Accusative 
Genitive 
Dative 


FOUR 
Nominative 
Accusative 
Genitive 
Dative 


Masculine 
einn 

einn 

eins 

einum 


Masculine 
tveir 

tvo 

tveggja 
tveimur 


Masculine 
brir 

prja 
briggja 
bremur 


Masculine 
fjorir 

fjdra 

fjogra 
fjorum 


Feminine 
ein 

eina 
einnar 
einni 


Feminine 
tveer 

tveer 
tveggja 
tveimur 


Feminine 
brjar 
brjar 
briggja 
bremur 


Feminine 
fjorar 
fjorar 
fjogra 
fjorum 


brjatiu 

brjatiu og einn 
fjorutiu 

fimmtiu 

sextiu 

sjotiu 

attatiu 

niutiu 

hundrad 
hundrad og einn 
hundraé og tuttugu 
tvo hundrud 
fimm hundrud 
busund 

milljon 


Neuter 
eitt 

eitt 
eins 
einu 


Neuter 
tvo 
tvd 
tveggja 
tveimur 


Neuter 
prju 
prju 
briggja 
bremur 


Neuter 
fjogur 
fjogur 
fjogra 
fjorum 


Ariver 
Azetluntimetable 
Assmall hill 
Beerfarm 

Billcar 

Bjargcliff, rock 
Brubridge 
Dalurvalley 
Djupdeep inlet, long fjord 
Drangurrock column 
Eyisland 

Eyrisand spit 
Fell/fjall mountain 
Ferjaferry 
Fjordurfjord 
Fijotiarge river 
Floibay 

Flugvollur airport 
Foss waterfall 

Gata street 
Gilravine, gill (ghyll) 
Gistingaccommodation 
Gjaravine 


Glossary 


: Heidiheath 

7 Herbergiroom 

| Hnjukurpeak 

' Héfdiheadland 

~ Hradbankicash machine (ATM) 
' Hraunlava 

: Hverhot spring 

7 Jokull glacier 

- Kirkjachurch 

- Laugwarm pool 

| Lonlagoon 

: Reykursmoke 

7 Rutalong-distance coach 

- Stadurplace 

: Streetécity bus 

3 Tjornlake, pond 

| Trachyteigneous rock, usually light grey and 


with a rough surface 


_ Vatnlake 

- Vegurroad 
 Vikbay 

 Vollur plain, flatland 
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A Rough Guide to Rough Guides 


Published in 1982, the first Rough Guide — to Greece - was a student scheme 
that became a publishing phenomenon. Mark Ellingham, a recent graduate in 
English from Bristol University, had been travelling in Greece the previous summer 
and couldn’t find the right guidebook. With a small group of friends he wrote his 
own guide, combining a highly contemporary, journalistic style with a thoroughly 
practical approach to travellers’ needs. 


The immediate success of the book spawned a series that rapidly covered dozens 
of destinations. And, in addition to impecunious backpackers, Rough Guides 
soon acquired a much broader and older readership that relished the guides’ wit 
and inquisitiveness as much as their enthusiastic, critical approach and value-for- 
money ethos. 


These days, Rough Guides include recommendations from shoestring to luxury 
and cover more than 200 destinations around the globe, including almost every 
country in the Americas and Europe, more than half of Africa and most of Asia and 
Australasia. Our ever-growing team of authors and photographers is spread all 
over the world, particularly in Europe, the USA and Australia. 


In the early 1990s, Rough Guides branched out of travel, with the publication of 
Rough Guides to World Music, Classical Music and the Internet. All three have 
become benchmark titles in their fields, spearheading the publication of a wide 
range of books under the Rough Guide name. 


Including the travel series, Rough Guides now number more than 350 titles, 
covering: phrasebooks, waterproof maps, music guides from Opera to Heavy 
Metal, reference works as diverse as Conspiracy Theories and Shakespeare, and 
popular culture books from iPods to Poker. Rough Guides also produce a series of 
more than 120 World Music CDs in partnership with World Music Network. 


Visit www.roughguides.com to see our latest publications. 


Rough Guide travel images are available for commercial licensing at 
www.roughguidespictures.com 
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prefer) for the best letters. Everyone who writes 
to us and isn't already a subscriber will receive 

a copy of our full-colour thrice-yearly newsletter. 
Please mark letters: “Rough Guide Iceland 
Update” and send to: Rough Guides, 80 Strand, 
London WC2R ORL, or Rough Guides, 4th Floor, 
345 Hudson St, New York, NY 10014. Or send an 
email to mail@roughguides.com 

Have your questions answered and tell others 
about your trip at 
www.roughguides.atinfopop.com 383 
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youth hostels............cc00 39 
b 
PINGQEYlAL oo. eeeeeeeesseeeeees 233 
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Pingvellir historic sites 
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bjOrsardalur ..........ccccce 127 
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Map symbols 


maps are listed in the full index using coloured text 


Chapter division boundary 


Major road 


Minor road 


Pedestrianized road 


4-wheel-drive road 


Tunnel 

Tracks 
Footpath 
River/canal 
Bridge 

Ferry route 
Point of interest 
Accommodation 
Restaurant/pub 
Airport 

Airstrip 

Bus stop 
Lighthouse 
Campsite 

Hut 

Rift 

Cliff 

Hill 

Mountains 
Peak 

Waterfall 
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SOGGO-cneas 


Spring 
Viewpoint 
Volcano 
Crater 

Cave 

Ruins 
Museum 

Fort 

Golf course 
Swimming pool 
Petrol station 
Parking 
Tourist office 
Post office 
Internet 


Church (regional maps) 


Stadium 


Church (town maps) 


Building 
Cemetery 


Park/National park 


Forest 
Glacier 
Beach 


Lava flow 
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ROUGH GUIDES Travel Insurance 


Visit our website at www.roughguides.com/insurance or call: 


| @® UK: 0800 083 9507 

® Spain: 900 997 149 

@®) Australia: 1300 649 999 

@) New Zealand: 0800 55 99 11 

® Worldwide: +44 870 890 2843 

@® USA, call toll free on: 1 800 749 4922 


Please quote our ref: Rough Guides books 


Travel Insurance 


Cover for over 46 different nationalities and available 
in 4 different languages. 
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